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For Manya



Preface



This book emerged from a desire to build and expand upon my earlier work, Spirituality in the Land of the Noble: How Iran Shaped the World’s Religions, which appeared in 2004. The primary aim of that book was to spark the interest of the general reader in Iran’s contributions to world history; it was therefore deliberately concise in its use of the available data, while aiming for a certain accessibility of style. The present volume, twice the length of that earlier work, seeks to probe more deeply and widely, devoting ten new chapters to various aspects of Iranian religious history while revising and expanding the original nine.

In the years since the publication of Spirituality, my interest in exploring Iran’s place in the history of religions has not waned. During this time much new research has appeared, fresh questions have been raised, longstanding notions revised. Nevertheless, the importance of Iran remains for the most part sadly underestimated in the history of religions. What I offer here is an attempt to provide an enriched introductory resource for those interested in trying to rectify this imbalance.

Another issue I hope to redress is the oft-seen tendency, shared by those who study Iran and Iranians themselves, to divide Iran’s history into two distinct periods, with the Arab invasions of the mid-seventh century serving as the watershed. I believe this division is a somewhat artificial one, obscuring a considerable degree of cultural continuity. The Islamization of Iran surely represents an important transformation, but it was hardly sudden (it took at least three centuries), and over the long term it invigorated Iranian culture more than it damaged it. Iranian history, moreover, is full of transformations, some of which were arguably just as momentous. Many were instigated by similar traumas inflicted by foreign armies—Macedonian, Turkish, Mongol—yet over time became just as productive.1



This book is presented first and foremost as a gesture of love and appreciation to the Iranian people and the rich culture they have engendered over the past three thousand years. My own immersion in this culture dates back only a little over a quarter century and was both unplanned and unforeseen. The experience has taught me, among other things, a very Iranian respect for the vagaries of life and the ultimate ineluctability of Fate.

I have learned much during the past twenty-six years from my Iranian teachers, friends, acquaintances, colleagues and students. But for getting a cultural education, it must be said that nothing compares with living in an Iranian family. There is a Persian saying in which a young man is asked where he is from. “I don’t know,” he replies; “I haven’t taken a wife yet.” If Iran has come to feel like a second home to me—and even my home in Canada is a distinctly Iranian one, as every visitor instantly perceives—the credit surely goes in large part to Manya, my wife and muse, and to her extended family in Montréal and Tehran, who have made me feel so much one of their own.

In my studies of Iran as in life in general, Manya is my primary and most valued conversation partner. I owe a huge debt to her insights, particularly the idea that much of Iranian religiosity throughout history can be seen as circumventions and subversions of authority. She was also the first to sensitize me to the popularity of “new-age” spirituality in Iran today, alerting me to some of its more fascinating manifestations and explaining their relationship to previous movements throughout Iranian history. I am especially thankful to Manya for contributing a chapter on Iranian Goddesses, which is based on her own doctoral research. The remaining chapters, moreover, contain many ideas and analyses (not all of them credited) that were also provided by her. It is no exaggeration to say that without Manya’s constant inspiration and input, this book would simply never have come to exist.

In addition, I have had the benefit of much valuable input from a number of friends, colleagues and students who took the time to read various drafts of the typescript, either whole or in part. They include: Pooriya Alimoradi, Jason BeDuhn, Jorunn Buckley, Houchang Chehabi, Lynda Clarke, Touraj Daryaee, Almut Hintze, Jean Kellens, Philip Kreyenbroek, Sam Lieu, Jim Mallory, Moojan Momen, Reza Pourjavady, Ira Robinson, Nicholas Sims-Williams, and Michael Stausberg. Their suggestions have been immensely helpful to me, but these kind and erudite individuals should not in any way be held to account for the final text, which is my responsibility alone. On the publishing side, Novin Doostdar and the staff at Oneworld have once again shown themselves to be easy and pleasant to work with, to a degree that is well beyond the industry norm.

Finally, I am grateful to my parents, Ruth and Rodger Foltz, and to my children (by birth and by marriage), Shahrzad, Persia and Bijan, for giving me a sense of my place in the world. I hope that my efforts can serve as a tribute to them all.

 

R.F.

28 January 2013

9 Bahman 1391


TAXONOMY AND HISTORICAL APPROACH

The human mind inevitably circumscribes reality in order to conceptualize it. To process an idea we have to fit it into a framework, although in doing so we necessarily forfeit the big picture. When talking about a historical phenomenon such as religion, there exists a strong temptation to reify reality into a mentally manageable notion of a “core tradition” that remains in place over time and space. In the case of Iranian religion, scholars since Martin Haug in the nineteenth century and Mary Boyce in the twentieth have started from the premise that the available material should be understood in relation to a putative “orthodox” Zoroastrian tradition—whether measured in accordance with a preferred sacred text or with the claims of contemporary practitioners—an approach which led them to relegate any divergence from this contrived standard to the status of “heterodoxy,” or worse, heresy.

And yet, the more one explores and contemplates the various information history provides, the harder it becomes to force the data into a coherent and internally consistent whole. One is at times tempted to abandon such a project altogether and simply posit a given religious tradition as a collective of expressions, withholding judgment as to which form is most “authentic.” This approach has become popular in the field of religious studies, displacing to some extent the earlier tendency of starting from a body of canonical texts and marking everything else as a deviation (and thereby discounting the validity of most of the available data).

While it is unrealistic for any scholar to claim complete objectivity, I believe that it is both possible and desirable for us to remain mindful of our own cultural lenses and their incumbent biases, and to an extent correct for them in our analysis of the material being studied. One of the most common of these biases is the tendency to project contemporary understandings back into the past, leading to forced interpretations which result in anachronistic readings of history. A more circumspect approach would involve constantly reminding ourselves that the issues and values of the present age—democracy, nationalism, human rights, gender equality, etc.—are not necessarily those of people who lived in other places and times. A society can be best understood in terms of its own basic principles and assumptions, and little is achieved by measuring it against ours.

Defining Religious Tradition


The same is true for how ideas are defined, including religion. The word “religion” is itself culturally constructed, with a culture-specific etymology and historical development, and translates awkwardly into non-Western contexts. It derives from the Latin verb religare, “to bind,” perhaps in the double sense of that which “binds [a group together]” and that which one is “bound” to do. Scholarly understandings of “religion” today range from the relatively restrictive definition of Jonathan Z. Smith and William Scott Green, according to which it is seen as “as system of beliefs and practices that are relative to superhuman beings,” to the more expansive one of David Chidester, who considers as religious any “ways of being human [that] engage the transcendent—that which rises above and beyond the ordinary.”2


Both definitions leave considerable scope for variation and pluralism. Yet when referring to a specific religious tradition, there is always the urge to identify a particular strand as normative, which can be used to define the religion in question. This urge ought to be resisted, but then, how is one to conceptualize the religion so that it can be talked about? One solution would be to think not in terms of normative expressions, but rather threads of continuity (over time) and commonality (over space). To take one example, the sacrificial religion of the ancient Israelites described in the book of Leviticus may bear little outward resemblance to the Judaism of the Talmud, but they are connected by a continuous cultural stream. The question remains, however, of what exactly to name this continuous stream, since simply to call the whole thing “Judaism” would be highly misleading. Even today, Judaism, like all living religions, plays out in a wide range of forms, possessing a fluid range of commonalities and differences.

This is even more the case with the national pre-Islamic religion(s) of the Iranians. In my opinion, to refer to its best-known strand as “Zoroastrianism” (even if its current practitioners mostly don’t seem to mind) is as inappropriate as referring to Islam as “Muhammadanism,” and reinforces a parallel early modern European mindset. Moreover, notwithstanding the undeniable antiquity of the Avestan liturgy, the evidence for a specifically “Zoroastrian” religion prior to the Sasanian period is not very widespread, and it clearly existed alongside a number of parallel traditions, some of which it rejected and some of which it consciously tried to incorporate as the Younger Avesta shows.3


Thus, it is one thing to acknowledge the continuity of the Avestan oral tradition over a very long period of time within a particular priestly community, but quite another to imply, as many scholars continue to do, that it somehow served as a basis for the religious life of an entire society. More likely, as Bausani noted half a century ago, “we are not dealing—as some believed when these studies started in Europe—with one Iranian religion, but with various ‘religions’ or types of religiosity characteristic of one or another branch of the Iranian family.”4


The “Pool Theory”: Possibilities, not Essence


My own approach to the notion of “religion,” which sees the term as being, for practical purposes, nearly synonymous with “culture” and not a separate category, places less of an emphasis on providing a description as such, than on identifying a pool of ideas and behaviours from which communities and individuals may draw in constituting their particular worldviews. I shall call this approach the Pool Theory: it posits that religion/culture is best understood not in terms of essential features, but as a set of possibilities within a recognizable framework, or “pool.”5 Some of these possibilities will be seen as so widely occurring as to be nearly universal, others as exceedingly rare. The Pool Theory resists, however, the assumption that near universality is proof of essentiality, since such an assumption will falsely exclude some elements from the data set.

This book devotes separate chapters to what appear to be the three most visible religious tendencies in pre-Islamic Iran: the worship of Mithra, of Mazda, and of the Goddess (who is most recognizable as Anahita). In accordance with the Pool Theory, they are not mutually exclusive. Zoroastrianism, in my view, is most properly viewed as a relatively late-developing sub-expression of the second of these three broad tendencies, which we can call Mazdaism—a more precise term, which also happens to reflect the actual self-identification of its premodern adherents. As to the contemporary forms of Zoroastrianism, once again, alongside the many obvious commonalities one also finds considerable differences, not just between its Indian and Iranian practitioners but also in terms of such basic questions as who can claim membership in the community and whether ancient rituals can be altered to better suit the present age.

What is “Monotheism”?

The very nature of monotheism tends toward another kind of back-projection. Monotheisms are notoriously exclusivist and intolerant. Yahweh is said to be a jealous god, but apparently so are Jesus, Allah, and—perhaps by contagion, since he is neither Semitic nor Near Eastern—Ahura Mazda. Since the followers of these singular deities now collectively represent most of the world’s population, it is easy to take religious exclusiveness and intolerance to be universal historical norms. There is danger, however, in allowing ourselves to assume that monotheism represents “a more advanced stage in the development” of religion, not least because a progressive notion of history is itself a cultural construct not universally shared among human societies, many of whom even today see history as cyclical or even degenerative.


If we attempt to suspend our own culturally-generated preconceptions about religion, a number of current interpretations begin to seem less certain. The oft-held notion of a global trend toward monotheism emerging during an “axial age”6 of “monotheistic” figures called “prophets” is riddled with problems, and only really makes sense if one has decided in advance that the facts should fit into this particular historical paradigm. Even then, Zoroaster can be cast as a prophet and a monotheist only by applying extraordinarily broad definitions of those terms. Similarly, the “monotheism” of Moses (“Thou shalt have no other gods before me”) is relative, not absolute as one finds in later “monotheisms.”

In fact, a comprehensive view of human history would suggest that the default religious norm is in fact polytheistic and non-exclusive. Throughout the world, prior to and alongside the various monotheisms—which, by the way, historically speaking were mostly imposed by force—we find a much less restricted religiosity, where on a local level people may have their own particular favorite deity but not exclude the existence or at times even the worship of others. (The nineteenth-century German scholar Friedrich von Schelling coined the term “henotheism” to describe this phenomenon.) One can still see this approach today in South and East Asian religions, and the ancient Iranians held to it as well. Thus, the history of Mazda-worship is intertwined with that of Mithra, Anahita, and numerous other divine figures, even into the Sasanian period, when Mazdaism became the officially-approved religion for Iranians.

Orthodoxy and Power

Against this pluralistic backdrop, the emergence—or, as is more often the case, the imposition—of monotheism appears closely connected with the consolidation of power by a particular group. Accordingly, the ancient Mesopotamian god Marduk’s rise to supremacy is tied to that of the centralizing efforts of his devotees among the Babylonian elite. Cyrus the Great, living at a time when the Iranians were a newly arrived presence in the region, accommodated his religious policy to the existing situation, whereas a few decades later, Darius I felt sufficiently emboldened to assert the superiority of his preferred deity, Mazda, over the “other gods who are …” But that was Darius’ preference, and not necessarily that of the Achæmenids as a whole. The partisans of Mazda would have to wait another six centuries before they could suppress their rivals with full government support, and even then their success would not be complete.

Mazdaean orthodoxy, moreover, like all suppressive projects, could not eliminate unauthorized views and practices, though history has long accepted its claims to have done so. While scholarship has at last begun to take seriously the multifarious religio-cultural expressions long obscured by a singular reliance on “authoritative” sacred texts for describing the world’s religious traditions, it remains difficult to form a clear picture of these alternate realities, mostly because their principal custodians have been the illiterate rural masses. Rustic societies are prized by anthropologists for the wealth of ancient rituals and beliefs they often preserve, but these are not always easy to isolate and identify.


It is a universal and ever-recurring historical pattern that when urban elites attempt to impose their religious norms upon the non-urban majority, the latter find subversive ways of stubbornly maintaining their own traditions by reshaping and redescribing them according to the models of the former. The Kurdish Yezidi and Yaresan communities, who preserve traces of ancient Iranian beliefs and practices up to the present day, offer interesting case studies in this regard. It is worth remembering that for rural peoples the preservation of ancient rituals, especially those connected to the cycles of nature, was often considered by them to be a matter of life and death, since failure to properly observe a ritual could result in drought, famine, infertility, and other catastrophes.

What is “Iranian Religion”?

The question remains whether such a thing as “Iranian religion” can be said to exist in its own right. The non-sectarian tradition of the Iranian new year, Nō rūz, along with its attendant ceremonies, provides perhaps the most visible example that it does. Also, since the Sasanian period at least, large numbers of Iranians have resisted the imposition from above of any kind of state religion, whether Zoroastrian, Sunni, or Shi‘i, outwardly following the prescribed motions but privately favoring the esoteric teachings of heterodox spiritual masters. Generally speaking, an affinity for hidden interpretations (‘erfān) and a usually passive resistance to imposed religious authority can be considered characteristic of Iranian spirituality.

Alessandro Bausani and Henry Corbin are two well-known Iran scholars of the twentieth century who sought to identify an unbroken strand of specifically “Iranian” religiosity throughout history, though their efforts focused mainly on demonstrating continuities from Zoroastrianism to Iranian Islam.7 A roundtable of Iranists held in Bamberg, Germany in 1991 likewise took the continuity of Iranian religious ideas as its theme.8 More recently, in discussing the range of local resistance movements that emerged in Iran during the period following the Arab conquests, Patricia Crone has claimed to describe “a complex of religious ideas that, however varied in space and unstable over time, has shown a remarkable persistence in Iran over a period of two millennia.” Crone’s thesis is somewhat circumscribed, however, since she largely limits it to “the mountain population of Iran.”9



Numerous examples taken from the Iranian religious “pool,” including notions and customs connected with water, fire, and light, as well as marriage ceremonies and other life-cycle rituals, are often dressed up in new garb or considered simply as “old superstitions” that nobody understands or questions. Nowhere is this more evident than in popular customs associated with the countless sacred sites that dot the Iranian landscape, including transformed goddess temples such as the Bibi Shahrbanu shrine in Rayy, south of Tehran, as well as the country’s ubiquitous emāmzādehs—ostensibly shrines to the numerous offspring of the various Shi‘ite Imams but which in former times were probably in most cases Zoroastrian fire temples or other holy sites.

One striking example of this phenomenon of unwitting preservation could be seen in a report broadcast by Iranian state television on 19 March 2012, on the eve of Nō rūz, from the shrine of Halimeh and Hakimeh Khatoon in Shahr-e Kord, in the Zagros Mountains of Western Iran. The report showed women bringing lamps to be lit at the shrine, which they would then take home again. Unbeknown to themselves, these women were most likely preserving an ancient ritual by which Iranians carried back to their individual houses a portion of the sacred fire kept at their local temple. The televised report made no such connection, but as will be obvious to the reader of the pages that follow, the belief that Iran’s deep cultural continuity is both real and important underlies the writing of this book.



A Note on Transliteration


The Avestan alphabet is phonetic, making transliterations fairly straightforward. Renderings of Middle Persian are more difficult, given the notorious ambiguities of the Pahlavi alphabet. For the Arabo-Persian alphabet, an attempt has been made here to strike a compromise between adherence to a regular system of representing the various letters and representation of how words and names are actually pronounced in modern standard Persian, along with a third variable which is that some of them have established English forms. In Chapter 16, acknowledgment is made to Bahá’í usage. In sum, the transliteration choices made in this book are somewhat irregular, but hopefully not illogical.
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ANCIENT IRANIAN RELIGIONS



 







1


The Origins of Iranian Religion


Iranian cultural identity has been strong for over twenty-five centuries, yet it remains hard to define. The notion of “Iranian” as contrasted with “non-Iranian” (anērān) dates at least back to Achæmenid times (ca. 550–330 BCE), but even then the Iranian lands were considered to include non-Iranians, and the relationship between “Iranian” (aryān) and “Persian” (pārsa) was, as it remains today, somewhat confused. In the famous inscriptions at Naqš-e Rostam, Darius I describes himself as “an Achæmenid, a Persian, son of a Persian, an Aryan, having Aryan lineage” (haxāmanišiya pārsa pārsahayā puça ariya ariya ciça).1


It is possible, however, to point out at least two features that have been strongly associated with Iranian identity throughout history. One is land—broadly speaking, the so-called Iranian plateau, which occupies the nexus between the Caucasus Mountains, the Mesopotamian plain, and the high mountain ranges of Central Asia (Middle Persian (MP.) Ērānšahr, New Persian (NP.) Īrānzamīn). The other is language—broadly, again, the Iranian branch of the so-called Indo-European family of languages, but often more specifically the language known as Persian, which is the official language of the Islamic Republic of Iran, as well as being one of the official languages of Afghanistan (where it is called darī) and Tajikistan (where it is called tojīkī).2 “Farsi” (fārsī) is the Persian term for Persian, like deutsch for German or russkii for Russian. The English word for Persian is “Persian.”

In past times Persian was also the administrative and literary language of non-Iranian regions such as the Indian subcontinent and Anatolia. It is important to note that Iranian identity merely requires a strong affinity for the land and language, since many Iranians do not live in Iran, and many others even in Iran speak (or write) Persian only as a second language.


INDO-EUROPEANS AND THE SEARCH FOR ORIGINS

In Iran’s case, land and language came together during a period some three thousand years ago, following several centuries of southerly migration by nomadic bands of Proto-Iranian speakers from their previous home in western Siberia.3 These ancient Iranians, including the ancestors of the Medes, the Parthians, and the Persians, came into contact with the existing inhabitants of the regions south of the Caspian Sea, such as Hurrians, Kassites, Elamites and others, with whom they mixed and who eventually became Iranicized. Further east, some of their Indo-Iranian cousins became integrated into the more advanced Central Asian society, as attested by remains found within the Bactriana-Margiana Archaeological Complex (BMAC), while others continued their southeastward migration into the heavily populated Indian subcontinent.

These migrations highlight why it is a mistake to equate language with ethnicity, since when different human groups come into contact they typically blend their traditions over time, but with some cultural artefacts—for example, the language of one group—eventually taking over at the expense of the other. We should therefore understand that Etruscans, Aztecs, and others did not “die out” or become exterminated, so much as adopt the language (Latin, Spanish) and many of the customs and beliefs of their conquerors. The same is true for the ancient inhabitants of the Iranian plateau. What is less apparent are the influences that went the other way, from conquered peoples to their conquerors, but in many cases these can, at least to some extent, be surmised.

Since historically speaking this process of encounter and mutual influence ultimately takes the form of infinite regression, the same remarks could be made about the constitution of prehistoric peoples of the Central Eurasian steppes, whose ethnic or racial homogeneity cannot be presumed. Their culture must already have been a composite of previous encounters between distinct groups of people, including the inhabitants of the so-called BMAC.4 But beyond a certain point, the details disappear over the horizon of history like a ship sailing into the sunset.


Thus, in attempting to reconstruct the cultural and belief system of the Iranians’ prehistoric ancestors, we must be content to abandon our quest for “ultimate” origins and focus our attention on the period about six thousand years ago (give or take a millennium or so), long before these peoples began their migration into what is now Iran. By applying the methodologies of historical linguistics to literary vestiges which survive in various languages of the so-called Indo-European family (which includes the Germanic, Celtic, Romance, Greek, Slavic, Iranian, Indic, and many other branches), and combining this understanding with archaeological evidence from areas where these languages came to be spoken, scholars have begun to form a picture of the culture of the prehistoric steppe peoples who spoke the ancestor language now referred to as “Proto-Indo-European,” or PIE.

For example, common derivations of the name for the sky god worshiped as “Father” (*ph2tḗr) by the PIEs, *deiwós,5 can be found in many Indo-European languages: Ju(piter) in Latin, Zeus in Greek, and Tiw in Old English—Tuesday (Tiw’s day) being originally devoted to him. The Iranian and Indian variants, Dyaoš and Dyáus(-pitar), respectively, refer to a deity who had become remote and was no longer worshiped by the time the Avestan and Vedic texts were composed. Other common roots suggest elements of the PIEs’ technology (*kwekwlóm → “cycle”, “wheel”), economy (*gwōus → “cow”), environment (*bherhx ĝos → “birch [tree]”), and so on.

The Aryans

Efforts have been made to reconstruct the PIE language itself; its grammar as well as its vocabulary, through comparisons of later languages which are genetically related, and projecting back in time transformations that are known from the laws of linguistics. However, since the PIE language was never written, such attempts are ultimately speculative.

Among the hundreds of Indo-European roots reconstructed by modern scholars, one finds the word *h4eryos, likely meaning “member of our own group.”6 A later Indo-Iranian form, *arya, seems to have acquired the meaning “noble,” and became the principal self-designation (that is, Aryan) used by the ancestors of Iranian-speakers, who also applied the term to the lands where they eventually settled, which they referred to as Airyanəm vaējah. (The Vedic term Āryavarta has the same meaning, and the Irish name for Ireland, Eire, from the Old Irish aire, “freeman,” may reflect a similar notion.) In Middle Persian the term became Ērān-vēj, which is today’s Iran. Thus, etymologically, “Iran” means “Land of the Noble.”


Attempts during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to construct a theory of racial superiority on the basis of a purported “Aryan” heritage constitute one of the most egregious examples of how history can be abused through inappropriate back-projection. Ironically, during the earlier part of the nineteenth century, European scholars searching for an “original” Indo-European homeland tended to favor the Indian subcontinent, based on their assumption, now regarded as inaccurate, that Sanskrit represented an older form than other ancient Indo-European languages. By the end of that century the pendulum had swung the other way, with racialist theories resisting the notion that European civilization might owe anything to the non-white peoples they had colonized. Still later, with the reassertion of Indian (and specifically Hindu) identity in the wake of independence, within India an “indigenous Aryan” theory was championed once again, though it has not gained credence outside the subcontinent.7


Although the controversy over Indo-European origins remains a live one, continuing to treat it as a competition is surely a misplaced endeavour. Despite nineteenth-century European romanticism on the subject of Aryans and apart from the obvious perversions of the term perpetrated by the Nazis, PIE society seems a peculiar choice as an example of early “civilization,” since by the standards of their own time they were far less “civilized” than the various societies—Old European, Minoan, Mesopotamian, Indus—they appear in many cases to have subdued. (One should note that “civilizations” are almost always brought down by “barbarians.”) Moreover, from a twenty-first century perspective the most distinguishing characteristics of this society, which include patriarchy, aggressiveness, social stratification, and illiteracy, would hardly offer an inspiring model, although Christopher Beckwith has recently made a grand attempt to rehabilitate them.8


Probable Homeland and Cultural Features

Based on the available linguistic and archaeological evidence, it seems most likely that the PIE-speaking peoples lived in the area of the southern Russian steppe, ranging from what is now Ukraine to western Kazakhstan.9 Recent research has supported an alternate theory previously advanced by Colin Renfrew, placing the PIE homeland in Anatolia several millennia earlier, but even if true this could represent merely an earlier stage in their migration history.10


Their mixed agricultural and pastoral nomadic existence was precarious even by prehistoric standards, since they occupied lands subject to an extreme continental climate of very cold winters and very hot summers, along with very little rainfall. They were a people living on the margins, both literally and metaphorically. To the great civilizations with which they were contemporary—those of Mesopotamia, Egypt, the Indus valley, and eventually China—they were entirely peripheral, though there must have been some occasional contact with Mesopotamia across the Caucasus Mountains. And in terms of their subsistence lifestyle, the harsh ecology of their environment must have kept them more or less constantly on the edge of survival.


It may be assumed that the particular life circumstances of the PIE-speakers significantly influenced their culture and belief system. This hypothesis is consistent with much of what survives as distinctively Indo-European elements in the worldviews of historical cultures (especially where these survivals seem more compatible with the realities of steppe pastoralism than, say, those of agrarian India or even worse, industrial Germany!). Indeed, part of the enterprise of reconstructing this ancient culture, in the absence of any documents of its own, entails resituating what appear in their later forms to be anomalies—as with the Hindu soma and Zoroastrian haoma rituals, which must be performed without access to the original sacred substance, or the horse sacrifice, which was abandoned for scarcity of horses—into a putative “original” context.

According to the views of most contemporary anthropologists, pastoralism is said to have developed after agriculture, and not before it.11 Presumably the ancestors of the PIEs practiced agriculture, but having experienced the ecological constraints of their steppe environment, many of their descendants largely abandoned tilling the soil in favor of a pastoral nomadic economy augmented by raiding. They did keep domestic animals, especially cattle and sheep. Indeed, wealth and social status were apparently measured mainly in terms of cattle ownership. (Even much later in Ireland, bo airig, “cattle-owning,” was the Celtic term for a freeman.) The PIEs endowed the act of cattle raiding with a sacred importance, and raids were accompanied by a variety of rituals which included the drinking of intoxicating beverages. The oldest such drink was apparently mead; later they discovered wine and the mysteriously hallucinogenic soma.

Sharing their grassy landscape with grazing animals also provided another boon to the PIE peoples: at some point, perhaps five and a half thousand years ago or even earlier, it occurred to someone that horses could be ridden.12 The oldest evidence for horse domestication, in the form of bit-worn jawbones, comes from northern Kazakhstan and has been dated to approximately 3,500 BCE.13 To the PIEs would seem to go the credit for initiating the world’s first great revolution in transportation technology, an innovation that would be central to their eventual success in spreading out and conquering much of the world. No wonder that the horse would become, alongside the bull, one of the most significant symbols in PIE religion, attested in copious examples of later Saka gold-work, the Greek myth of Apollo, the Vedic horse sacrifice, and elsewhere.

If the domestication of horses made PIEs the ancient world’s most mobile people, their eventual mastery of metallurgy gave them the edge—a sword’s edge, more often than not—over those with whom they came in contact, even when their opponents were more culturally “advanced” by almost any other measure. Again, ecological factors, so cruel in some respects, favored the PIEs in others. More so than any other human group of their time, PIEs were blessed by their proximity to horses—which enabled them to extend their range and speed beyond what any prior human group had known—and, in the Ural and Altai mountains, to copper, tin, and eventually iron ore which could be smelted into durable weapons. A climate that offered only limited agricultural potential ensured that a constant need to attack and steal from others would be a permanent feature of the PIE economy.


Here again, it comes as no surprise to find martial, and correspondingly, patriarchal, values as being highly esteemed in PIE society. The PIE class structure, echoes of which can be seen in the caste system of India, placed priests and chieftains at the top of the social pyramid, followed by a larger class of warriors (Sanskrit (Skt.) kșatriya), then herdsmen or other “producers” (Skt. vaiśya, Avestan (Av.) vāstrya).14 When Aryan groups arrived in India beginning some thirty-five centuries ago, they came to view the vast population of indigenous South Asians as a massive, fourth underclass (Skt. dāsa, “slaves”).

In other words, PIE society was both highly authoritarian and distinctly stratified. The attribution of absolute authority to the leader survives in such notions as the English “divine right of kings” and the Iranian–Islamic concept of the king as “shadow of God on Earth.” In PIE times and after, the priests (think of the Druids of old Britain or the Brahmins of India) were the ones who knew the sacred formulas (Av. manθra, Skt. mantra) and rituals (Av. yasna, Skt. yajna) that could appease and maintain balance with the capricious supernatural forces such as storms, the alternately life-giving and scorching sun, and the various animal and other spirits whose goodwill or malice meant life or death for the community. Needless to say, in this warlike society martial deities such as the thunder god (the later Scandinavian Thor, Slavic Perun) received special attention and tribute.

Worldview and Rituals

As mentioned above, the major sources for reconstructing PIE culture are archaeological evidence and later texts. Artefacts from the ground are hard to interpret in the absence of supplementary data—imagine trying to reconstruct the beliefs and practices of Christianity on the basis of nothing more than a dug-up old crucifix and a chalice!—but extrapolation from later written sources can help one at least to make thoughtful guesses.

One technique is to comb through available literature, such as myths, in various Indo-European languages, and look for apparent commonalities. After centuries of oral transmission in diverse locales one would hardly expect the stories to remain the same, but if similarities exist, they may indicate a common origin. If this process of collation and comparison turns up identifiable characters, plots and themes in stories from ancient Greece and India, medieval Germany and Iceland, and perhaps elsewhere, as it turns out is often the case, then the common elements may have been present as far back as the period of the original PIE language, and may even be older than that. Obviously any differences between the stories can be attributed to later variations in storytelling that were adapted to local contexts.


Once a core “original” version of a myth or idea is distilled in this way, it can be applied to the interpretation of archaeological data. Thus, if an archaeological dig turns up a small winged horse figure which is determined to date from prehistoric times, one can attempt to infer its original use and significance by reconstructing a proto-myth about winged horses, based on what we know from comparing versions that are attested later. Frustratingly, we can never know for sure if the conclusions we are drawing are accurate, and the best guesses of the most erudite scholars are forever being questioned and re-evaluated.

The common Indo-European creation myth has strong resonances in later Iranian mythology. In the proto-myth, the world is created through the sacrifice and dismemberment of a giant (either a cow or a man) by his twin (Av. Yima, Skt. Yama, ON Ymir; the name itself means “twin”). The victim’s bodily components become the seeds germinating the various natural phenomena. Many ancient rituals reflect aspects of this primordial sacrifice, along with its attendant homologies with the body as a microcosm of the natural world. Rituals, as Mircea Eliade and a host of subsequent historians of religion have noted, are often intended as a re-enactment of some primordial event, the performance of which is vital to the constant regeneration of the cosmos and all it contains.

Another widespread myth among Indo-European cultures, and therefore certainly very old, is that of the hero who slays (or binds) the dragon (see Figure 1), St. George in Christianity and Fereydun in the Persian Book of Kings being but two of many examples.15 Many hero myths may represent distant memories of actual events from a culture’s remote past, expanded and glorified over time and thus constituting a kind of ancestor-worship. Perhaps some long-lost moment in the prehistory of the PIEs is preserved in the dragon-slaying story. While in a metaphorical sense the dragon can be interpreted to represent chaos, with its destruction by the hero symbolizing the victory of cosmic order, it is interesting to speculate on the possibility that some actual event originally served as the source for the story. A dragon is really just an exaggerated snake—in fact, in many traditions the hero kills a snake, not a dragon—and the myth usually has it guarding a body of water. Did the dragon-slaying tradition begin with a band of nomadic PIEs unable to access a water source due to the deterring presence of a snake (or snakes), until someone among them found the courage to step forward and clear the way?


A number of Indo-European mythologies also possess a common eschatology, in which the world is brought to an end in an all-encompassing cosmic battle. Echoes of this can be seen in the Iranian Frašo-kərəti, the Norse Ragnarök, and the battles of Lake Regillus (Roman), Mag Tured (Irish), Ervandavan (Armenian), and Kurukśetra (Indian). Given the great antiquity suggested by the prevalence of the eschatological myth among widely dispersed Indo-European peoples, it was most likely the source, in its Iranian form, for the Apocalypse tradition in Judaism, Christianity and Islam which finds its first textual expressions in post-exilic Babylonia.

The literary heritage of Indo-European myth reflects the view of the PIE elite, the class of priests and chieftains, who were the ones who preserved cultural knowledge (history as well as ritual) through the composition and recitation of poems (hero stories and hymns). Their poetic culture, in which the power of the word reigned supreme, emphasized values or truth, order, and reciprocity. Thus, the divine protection and enforcement expected to come as a result of propitiatory sacrifices to the gods was mirrored in the obligations accruing to guests and their hosts.

The same kind of reciprocal obligations bound wealthy patrons to the poets who sang their praises, ensuring the patron “imperishable fame”—a central notion found across the range of Indo-European literatures—in exchange for rewarding the poet (usually with livestock). Any violation of these reciprocal expectations was seen as a threat to the cosmic order, and in turn would be punished not only by the vengeance of gods and warriors, but by the condemnation of the poets and their everlasting words as well. Their custodianship of the spoken word guaranteed the supreme social status of the poet-priest who, according to Calvert Watkins, “was the highest-paid professional in his society.”16


THE INDO-IRANIANS

Taking advantage of their unique, horse-assisted mobility, and perhaps spurred on by unfavorable climatic events, the ancient Proto-Indo-European-speaking tribes split over time, as smaller groups branched off and went their separate ways. Among the first to strike off on their own must have been the ancestors of the Celts, who went West, and the Tokharians (partial ancestors of the modern Uyghurs in western China), who went East; since their descendant languages differ most dramatically from the other Indo-European tongues, one assumes they were the earliest to begin the process of differentiation. Because Anatolian languages such as Hittite appear to have split off even earlier than that, they may be more properly considered “sister” languages to Proto-Indo-European than “daughters.”


Among the various descendants of the proto-Indo-European speakers, the most direct ancestors of the Iranians are the so-called “Indo-Iranians,” a people who occupied the region surrounding the southern Ural Mountains during the centuries around 2,000 BCE. Archaeological remains associated with the so-called Andronovo culture have been identified with them. In an unusually fortunate convergence of archaeology and historical linguistics, a site known as Sintashta, just east of the Urals, has revealed tombs which closely follow the burial and horse sacrifice (aśvamedha) rituals described in the Sanskrit Rig Veda.17


Considered by many Hindus today as a holy text, the Rig Veda is one of the oldest extant Indo-European literary sources. (Others, all dating from the second millennium BCE, include Hittite tablets from Anatolia, the Gathas and Seven-part Worship sections of the Iranian Avesta, and Mycenaean Greek inscriptions in the alphabet known as Linear B.) The Rig Veda in its present form dates probably to around the eighth century BCE, but its content is much older. And while certain passages—particularly references to “seven rivers” including the long-extinct Sarasvati—might seem to place its composition in north-western India, the world and culture evoked in the Rig Veda are more compatible with the lonely steppes of Central Eurasia. The recently discovered Sintashta remains corroborate this interpretation.

On the other hand the highly advanced Indus Valley civilization, attested by remains at Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa, is almost certainly pre-Aryan, since as one Indian scholar has pointed out, “… the Rig Vedic culture was pastoral and horse-centered, while the Harappan culture was neither horse-centered nor pastoral.”18 It is worth noting that the “Seven Rivers” designation, which also occurs in the Avesta, has been used in historical times to refer to a region of southern Kazakhstan (Russian Semirechye; Kazakh Žety su). Moreover, the Russian archaeologist Elena Kuz’mina has argued that a number of petroglyphs from that area represent recognizably Indo-Iranian scenes of battles and ritual dances.19 In any case, as is known from a range of examples, migrant peoples often transpose their sacred geography on to new locations.

A comparison of the Old Avestan texts with the Rig Veda is particularly helpful for the reconstruction of the common Indo-Iranian religion and culture from which they are both descended. Indeed, these texts are so similar linguistically that their composition probably dates from a time very soon after the Indo-Iranian split around thirty-five centuries ago. Since Zoroaster’s hymns, the Gathas, are usually interpreted as a “reform” of the original Indo-Iranian religion, the Rig Veda probably more closely reflects the earlier reality.

Given their shared languages and basic worldview, the Rig Veda and the Avesta can be used to complement each other in forming a picture of the prior Indo-Iranian society. Ironically, because the Rig Veda preserves the common pantheon, and perhaps the rituals, which become inverted in the Avesta, the former text can actually be more helpful in re-imagining the pre-Zoroastrian religion of the Iranians than the Iranian text itself.20



The Vedas (the term is derived from the idea of “knowledge,” cognate with the English words “wisdom” and “wit”) are often described as “hymns,” though to contemporary ears this might give a misleading impression. They are formulaic incantations, known only to the privileged priestly class and memorized so as to be performed under specific circumstances in a strictly defined way. Even by the time the first Brahmin priests transcribed them twenty-seven centuries ago these verses were no longer completely understood, but that surely bothers us more than it would have concerned them. As with any magical undertaking, the important thing was to “do it exactly right,” not necessarily to comprehend what was being done, as long as the desired result was obtained.

The following excerpt from the Rig Veda is dedicated to Soma, which is at once a substance and a deity. The substance itself, which was ritually processed into a drink, has been the subject of much speculation, since it has apparently not been available as such since very ancient times. What is clear is that it was a powerful hallucinogen. Some scholars have guessed at a beverage concocted from hallucinogenic mushrooms, others from a plant, such as ephedra. (Considerable scientific effort has been expended trying to replicate this marvellous drug!) Presumably we are dealing with a source plant endemic to western Eurasia, since in ancient India and Iran alike priests had no access to it and had to use innocuous substitutes.

It may be helpful to prepare for reading the following example, a Vedic hymn to Soma, by taking a moment to close one’s eyes and mentally picture oneself as a part of the ancient steppe world. Sitting around a campfire with family and friends beneath a crisp Montana sky might inspire the appropriate sort of image (think Hollywood westerns if you haven’t been there yourself). Earth and the heavens recede in all directions, meeting each other beyond the horizon. The sun sets; nearby cows low and horses whinny. Add the tension of some imminent threat—a looming storm, a band of strangers in the distance—and look to those among you most gifted with insight to guide the course your group will take. They know the techniques for transcending mundane reality, for bridging the seen and the unseen. The proper preparation and consumption of Soma is one such technique.

Slowly, carefully, methodically, your priests bring out the Soma bowl and implements. Using means known only to themselves, they mix the sacred nectar that will enable them to collapse the boundaries between heaven and earth, human and divine. They finish their preparations and drink the Soma.

 

This, yes this is my thought: I will win a cow and a horse. Have I not drunk Soma?

Like impetuous winds, the drinks have lifted me up. Have I not drunk Soma?

The drinks have lifted me up, like swift horses bolting with a chariot. Have I not drunk Soma?


The prayer has come to me as a lowing cow comes to her beloved son. Have I not drunk Soma?

I turn the prayer around in my heart, as a wheelwright turns a chariot seat. Have I not drunk Soma?

The five tribes are no more to me than a mote in the eye. Have I not drunk Soma?

The two world halves cannot be set against a single wing of mine. Have I not drunk Soma?

In my vastness, I surpassed the sky and this vast earth. Have I not drunk Soma?

Yes! I will place the earth here, or perhaps there. Have I not drunk Soma?

I will thrash the earth soundly, here, or perhaps there. Have I not drunk Soma? One of my wings is in the sky; I have trailed the other below. Have I not drunk Soma?

I am huge, huge! flying to the cloud. Have I not drunk Soma?

I am going to a well-stocked house, carrying the oblation to the gods. Have I not drunk Soma?21


 

One student who read this passage explained to the class that the popular party drug Ecstasy provides much the sensation described in this ancient text. Interestingly, a pharmacy student in the same class added that the chemical properties of Ecstasy are similar to those in ephedrine—ephedra, remember, being one of the candidates for the original Soma plant. In any event it is easy to imagine Indian and Iranian priests of historical times bemoaning the fact that the substance could no longer be found in their adopted lands.

The Soma drinker not only collapses the boundaries between heaven and earth—that is, earth and sky, the “two worlds”—he also effaces any distinction between himself and the divine. The Soma, being at once substance and divinity, courses through his veins, metabolizes within him. Space and time no longer confine him; he can fly anywhere, see anything. The resonance of this tradition spans the human experience, since it is surely very old and because the shamanic experience of “flying,” breaking all barriers of time and space, is so widespread in human cultures.22


FEATURES OF OLD IRANIAN RELIGION

As noted above, the Rig Veda and the Avesta, as the oldest literary vestiges of the Indo-Aryans and their ancient Iranian cousins, are similar enough in both language and content that, when compared with each other and with later Hindu and Zoroastrian writings, they suggest a fairly detailed picture of what the Indo-Iranians did and believed. Archaeological finds can be weighed against what is understood from these texts.


Creation and the Nature of the Universe

Ancient Iranians believed that the universe was created in seven stages—the number “seven” having a lasting mystical significance and widespread influence in later cultures. First was created the sky, then water, earth, plants, animals, humans, and finally, fire. Exactly what force, or forces, they believed set the process of creation in motion is not clear, though for many of the world’s ancient peoples, the problem of original agency is of far less concern than it is in later philosophical traditions. Originally the universe was static; then the first plant, the first animal (a bull), and the first human were all sacrificed and their seeds dispersed, setting the cycle of death and rebirth in motion.

The sky was imagined as a vast sphere encompassing the earth, but viewed from a human perspective as an inverted bowl of brilliant stone. Water was thought to flow beneath the earth, which floated upon it like a plate. The tallest mountain, Harā Bərəzaitī (Harburz, Hara), reached so high that it pierced heaven, and the sun, moon and stars all revolved around it. A distant memory of this belief is echoed in the name of Iran’s northern mountain range, the Alborz, which includes the country’s highest peak, Mount Damavand.

Indo-Iranians divided the world into seven climes,23 of which they believed theirs, Xvaniraθa, to be the largest, central, and most pleasant. The various rivers, mountains, and other natural features that appear in the myths are difficult to associate with actual places, since the ancient Iranians were mobile and probably shifted their identifications in keeping with their changing locales. Migrants typically give old names to new places, as a map of any North or South American country will amply illustrate. Ancient Iranians called their immediate territory Airyanəm vaējah—meaning, like the Vedic Āryavarta, “Land of the Noble”—but, bearing in mind the mobility of sacred geography, this would have referred to different actual locations at different periods in their prehistory.

Cosmic Principles and Supernatural Beings


Like most ancient (and some modern) peoples, the Indo-Iranians saw an association between supernatural beings—which they called mainyus (Vedic manyu)—and natural phenomena. Meteorological forces and animate and inanimate objects were each identified with their own spirit dimension, as were abstract notions like fate and moral qualities. Nature deities included the sun, the moon, the sky, fire, water, and wind, as well as specific items like the soma plant mentioned above. The most important cosmological principle was the concept of a universal order of Truth—the Sanskrit word ṛta, the Old Persian arta, and the Avestan aša all being likely cognates with English “right.” Different deities were seen each as playing their own role in upholding this cosmic order. An opposing principle, drūj, accounted for disorder and calamity. Iranians would eventually come to see the world in terms of an ongoing struggle between these two opposing forces.

Another abstract idea which would become a central feature in the Iranian worldview was that of heavenly blessing, called xvarənah (farr, in modern Persian). Those thus favored by the gods would enjoy success and prosperity, while its withdrawal led to all manner of misfortune and disaster. Heroes, kings, and prophets owed their glory to this divine investiture, which is symbolized in later Persian painting as golden flames leaping up from around the figure’s head. (Even the Buddha and the prophet Muhammad are portrayed in this way.)

Among the other divine beings, one major class was a group of benevolent deities known in India as asuras and in Iran as ahuras. (The word, which means “lord,” may first have been applied to tribal elders and only later to deities.) Another grouping, more morally ambiguous, was called devas in India and daēvas in Iran. The ahuras employed magical powers to intervene in world events, while the daēvas, characterized mainly by their strength, were particularly favoured by warriors.24 According to Georges Dumézil, the Proto-Indo-Europeans classified their deities into three broad groupings that mirrored the tripartite structure of their own society comprising priests/rulers, warriors, and commoners. Reflections of this paradigm can be found in the mythologies of all Indo-European peoples, Indo-Iranians included. Thus the gods Mitra and Varuna are associated with the priestly group, Indra with the warriors, and fertility deities with the more numerous “producers.”25


Certainly one of the oldest forms of human religiosity is the worship of ancestors and departed heroes, an impulse that survived among the Indo-Iranians. Fravašis, as ancestor spirits were known to the ancient Iranians, could help and protect their living relatives, providing of course that they were properly remembered and propitiated. The afterlife was originally thought of as a dreary existence in a dark underworld, although passages in the Rig Veda together with archaeological evidence indicate an emerging belief in bodily resurrection by around thirty-five hundred years ago.

Rites and Practices


Based mainly on archaeological evidence dating as far back as seven thousand years, scholars have supposed that the oldest Indo-European ritual traditions included the veneration of sky and earth deities, ancestor worship, and cults of fire and water. Traces of all of these are detectable in the various later Indo-European cultures. Among the oldest rituals, attested by excavated objects and surviving rituals in later cultures, appear to have been the regular pouring of libation offerings to bodies of water and the burning of offerings, such as animal fat, to the hearth fire, which was kept going (in the form of embers) even when travelling. Ritual vessels were “purified” using cow urine, rich in ammonia.

In the Indo-Iranian society of the third millennium BCE there were apparently several basic categories of priestly functions. The most important were the libation-pourers, called zaotars. (Zoroaster was a member of this group.) Another was the aθravan, charged with keeping the sacred fire. A third category, the kavis, had the knowledge of magic and immortality. Finally there were the usigs, who accompanied the warriors on cattle raids.

Ancient Indo-European societies did not have governments or police forces to maintain order. Social cohesion and stability were ensured through mutually agreed-upon codes and conventions. Preliterate peoples tend to place a great importance on orality, and Indo-Iranians in particular developed a strong affinity for spoken pacts, which essentially served as the society’s legal system. Pacts had more than a merely temporal legal importance, however, since their proper observance was the means for upholding the cosmic order (arta/aša) while failure to do so would lead to chaos (drūj).

One type of pact performed by the PIEs was the miθra, a covenant between two parties, the other being a varuna or individual oath. In keeping with their belief about the supernatural inhering in abstract notions as well as in material things, Indo-Iranians personified the spiritual qualities (mainyus) of these verbal pacts as powerful and important deities. The veracity of one’s oral proclamations could be put to the test, through fire ordeal in the case of miθras and water in the case of varunas, which may explain why Mithra and Varuna, who were responsible for sparing the truthful and punishing the unworthy, became such important gods. Among the Iranians Mithra retained his central importance, whereas oversight of the varuna oath came to be assumed by other deities.

Our most abundant evidence for the particular behaviours of Indo-Iranians pertains mainly to the priestly class, since priests were the ones who memorized and passed on to future generations the sacred formulas (manθra; Skt. mantra) which eventually came to be written down in religious texts such as the Rig Veda and the Avesta. Thus, much of the written material available to us is associated with forms of sacrifice, called yajna in the former text and yasna in the latter.


The word “sacrifice” should be understood here not according to the contemporary definition of “giving up something valued,” but more the original literal sense of “making [something] sacred.” In general the purpose of this is to create a situation of sharing—a communion—between humans and the divine. Often this takes the form of a shared meal, which is why the food offering must be “made sacred” (that is, “sacrificed”) so that it is acceptable to the divine co-participant. Usually the bulk of the ritual consists of performing the appropriate preparations, incantations, and the like for bringing about the required transformation of the object to be sacrificed.

The most basic form of sacrifice entails a ritual re-enactment of some pivotal primordial event, collapsing time, as it were, to bring the present together with the distant past (what Mircea Eliade calls in illo tempore, “in that time”). Thus to some extent at least, the enduring popularity of bull sacrifice, the crushing and consuming of soma, and perhaps occasionally human sacrifice, would seem to re-enact aspects of the original creation myth. Sacrificial instructions from an ancient Indian text, the Aitareya Brahmana, show how the dismemberment of the victim was intended to nourish and regenerate all the vital elements of the living world:

Lay his feet down to the north. Cause his eye to go to the sun. Send forth his breath to the wind, his life-force to the atmosphere, his ears to the cardinal points, his flesh to the earth. Thus, the priest places the victim in these worlds.26


Before performing this sacrifice the Indo-Iranians would lay out a bed of sacred grass (Sanskrit barhis, Avestan baresman) as a “throne” for the deity being invited; the sacrificial victim would then be laid upon it. In later Iranian religion the sacred grass became the bundle of “twigs” (barsom—now metal rods, held fanned out in the left hand rather than spread out on the ground) used by Zoroastrian priests during certain rituals.

Many different types of sacrifices are described in the ancient texts, however. As might be expected in a military society, much of the Rig Veda involves sacrifices to the war god, Indra, whose martial qualities are lauded in a way that suggest a sort of warrior ideal or role model. Sacrifices to Soma are also very prominent. The latter substance/deity figures in the Avesta as well, under the variant haoma, although somewhat more ambivalently.

Other rituals were connected with lesser deities, and with life-cycle events such as birth, puberty, marriage, and death. For non-priests, apparently the primary religious duties were to pray to the gods three times a day (at sunrise, midday, and sunset), to keep their hearth fires burning and maintain the purity of their vital water sources, and finally, to materially support their priests, who performed the ritual sacrifices (yasna) on behalf of the entire community.


Unfortunately the extent of our knowledge—or more accurately, our best guesses—about the nature and details of Indo-Iranian religious beliefs and practices does not extend very far beyond what has been briefly sketched out here. We know far more about those that existed later in India, by which time the Aryans had mingled their culture with that of the original South Asians, and in the Iranian world following the “reforms” commonly attributed to Zaraθuštra (Zoroaster), which will be discussed in Chapter 3.
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Mithra and Mithraism


As noted in Chapter 1, Mithra (Skt. Mitra) is one of the principal deities of the early Indo-Iranian pantheon. Originally the god of contracts1—his name means “that which causes to bind”—his enforcement of verbal commitments was central in a pastoral–nomadic society that lacked any formal policing agency. Spoken agreements were the very foundation of social stability; failure to uphold them could lead to anarchy.

Mithra was (and to some extent remains) an object of veneration in Zoroastrianism and Hinduism, with both Avestan and Vedic rituals devoted to him. Also, for several centuries his cult enjoyed unparalleled popularity within the army of the Roman Empire, leaving hundreds of archaeological traces across Europe. Yet only in the Roman context—where the actual connections with Iranian religion are unclear—does one typically speak of “Mithraism” as a distinct religion.

It may be that the proper status of Mithra-worship in the ancient Iranian world has been underestimated. Most often subsumed under Mazda-worship, as in Sasanian Zoroastrianism, Iranian Mithraism may deserve to be considered a religion in its own right. As has been argued in the Preface, too much of Iranian religious history is read as backward projection. This tendency has led even respectable scholars to categorize all manner of pre-Islamic Iranian religiosity as “Zoroastrian,” an overgeneralization not warranted by the available data. In fact pre-Sasanian Iranian societies were highly diverse, in religion as in other domains, and there is little justification for assuming that most of their rituals and beliefs were specifically Zoroastrian.


The codified form of Mazda-worship now referred to as Zoroastrianism took shape rather late, during the Sasanian period (224–651 CE). Prior to the political efforts of the early Sasanians (backed by fanatical and ambitious Mazdaean priests such as Kerdir) to articulate and forcibly impose a particular Zoroastrian orthodoxy upon a very religiously heterogeneous Iranian society, it seems more likely that across the Iranian lands there were at least three major religious tendencies (alongside many minor ones). Of these, Mazdaism is the best known, but its establishment by a favored priestly caste does not in and of itself prove that it was the preferred religion of most Iranians. Among the general population there is much evidence of Mithraism, which may actually be the older tendency.

The survival of Mithraic elements in the Iranian world was largely a rural phenomenon, consistent with the observation made earlier about the importance for rural peoples of preserving their rituals. Mehrdad Bahar has emphasized the role of the bull sacrifice in rural areas of Western Iran, even arguing that it predates the migration of the Iranian tribes into the region. Pointing out that the sacrifice and consumption of cattle was abhorred in both the Vedic and Zoroastrian traditions, Bahar suggests that the bull sacrifice was a pre-existing tradition that was preserved by the Mesopotamian and Elamite peoples who came under Iranian subjugation. According to Bahar’s analysis, as rural populations became Iranicized they adopted Mithra as the most sympathetic Iranian deity—being associated with justice, something of which they, as an underclass, were so often deprived—and came to associate their most important ritual with him.2


Beginning in the Achæmenid period (ca. 550–330 BCE), evidence of Mazda-worship is strongest in the western parts of Iran; further east, Mithra appears to have been the more prominent god. Even in the west Mithra was worshipped, however, while in later Achæmenid times the most popular divine figure seems to have been the goddess Anahita. Similarly, her Central Asian counterpart Nanai was apparently the principal deity of the Sogdians up to the Islamic conquest. The Mazdaean magi sought to co-opt rival religious tendencies by incorporating them into their own religious framework. Thus, Mithra- and Anahita-focused religiosities are subsumed under Mazda-worship in the Zoroastrian texts.

INDO-IRANIAN ORIGINS

Mithra first appears in recorded history as one of four Indo-Iranian deities invoked in a contract between the north Mesopotamian Mitanni ruler Kurtiwaza and the Hatti king Shuppiluliuma I, dated to between 1375–1350 BCE.3 The other deities mentioned are the easily recognizable Varuna, Indra, and Nasatya. Some of the material pertaining to these four deities that appears in the Avesta and the Rig Veda may be older than the Mitanni contract, but the written forms of these texts do not appear until many centuries later. An even earlier piece of evidence, a Mitanni royal seal from ca. 1450 BCE, depicts a bull-slaying scene in which the bull-slayer may be Mithra.4



The Mitanni rulers, who were from the Indic branch of the recently divided Indo-Iranians, entered Mesopotamian society as a military elite, so their attachment to Mithra is consistent with his role in later Iranian and Roman (but not so much Vedic) traditions. One of Mithra’s recurring features is as an enforcer: when people don’t abide by their contracts, he punishes them without mercy.5 It is not difficult to see how the warrior class might identify with such a deity, notwithstanding the greater importance given to Indra in the Rig Veda.

In its visible traces—which are mostly but not exclusively Roman—Mithra-worship is associated foremost with the tauroctony, the bull sacrifice illustrated on the walls of Mithraic temples across Europe and the Near East. The cosmic significance of this ritual can be seen in the association of Mithra with the “unconquered” sun and its relationship to the moon, symbolized by a bull, which is “killed”—indeed must be killed—every month so that life may be regenerated. The cosmogonic myth found in the Zoroastrian Bondahešn is but one version portraying this belief.

In later Roman times the Mithra cult appears to have been exclusively male, and this may also have been the case among the ancient Iranians. Paul Thieme has suggested that this is because in ancient Indo-Iranian culture the concluding of contracts was done between men; Frantz Grenet has observed that in the Kushan Empire the Mithra cult seems to have been paired with that of the goddess Aši, which would indicate the existence of parallel male-female cults.6


MITHRA-WORSHIP IN ACHÆMENID TIMES


While the early Achæmenids are usually claimed to have been Mazdaists, the picture is actually more complicated than that, and evidence for Mithra-worship is abundant. Cyrus the Great, known for his accommodation of religious diversity, may even have considered Mithra the supreme deity: the entrance to his tomb features a Mithraiclooking solar disc.7 Mithra holds an important place in Cyrus’ royal procession, as described by Xenophon; Philippe Swennen goes so far as to suggest that the ceremony was originally Mithraic, and that Mazda’s introduction into it was an innovation.8 The head of Cyrus’ treasury in Babylon was an individual named Mithradata; in fact this name (“given by Mithra”), along with its variants, is one of the most commonly occurring names in documents from ancient Iran up through the Parthian period. The name Mithrayazna (“Mithra-worshiper”) is also frequently found. Such names also regularly appear in mentions of Persian settlers in Achæmenid Mesopotamia and Egypt. A Mithra temple in Memphis, Egypt has been dated to the fifth century BCE.9 According to Alexander the Great’s chronicler, Arrian, a white horse was sacrificed at Cyrus’ tomb every month, which may also indicate a Mithraic connection.10


Darius I (550–486 BCE) is considered on the basis of his inscriptions to have been a Mazda-worshiper, but these same inscriptions acknowledge the help of other, unnamed gods. Moreover, Aramaic tablet records at Persepolis during the time of his reign actually indicate a higher number of donations for rituals in honour of Mithra than for Mazda.11 The Achæmenid kings Artaxerxes I (465–424 BCE) and Darius III (ca. 380–330 BCE) were devotees of Mithra, as was the prince known as Cyrus the Younger (died 401 BCE; he was killed accidentally by one of his own soldiers, ironically enough named Mithradata).

The Greek writer Xenophon (ca. 430–354 BCE) observes that Persian rulers “swore by Mithra,”12 which is consistent with the deity’s role as guardian of contracts. Inscriptions of Artaxerxes II (404–358 BCE) and Artaxerxes III (ca. 425–338 BCE) name Mithra and Anahita together with Mazda; this fact is generally taken to indicate the sovereigns’ recognition of the three deities who held the greatest followings in Iranian society at the time.

Richard Frye believes that in Achæmenid times the Mithra cult was restricted to the military, noting that it could have existed “within the Mazdayasnian religion.”13 But he provides no reason why we should assume that Mithra-worship was restricted to the military, or that it was subsumed within a broader Mazdaist tradition; these impulses seem rather to be the result of reading later conceptions backward.

MITHRAISM UNDER THE PARTHIANS

The northeast Iranian Parthian (Aškānī) dynasty (247 BCE–224 CE) is generally described as being “religiously tolerant,” having no official state religion. However, there is some evidence that the ruling elites and perhaps much of their subject population in eastern Iran were primarily Mithraists. No fewer than four Parthian kings were named in Mithra’s honour (Mithradata, “given by Mithra”), and the easternmost of the three sacred fires known from Sasanian times, Burzin-Mehr (“exalted is Mithra”), was likely established in Parthian times.


Parvaneh Pourshariati has recently advanced an intriguing (though hotly contested) argument according to which the Mithraist tendencies of elite Parthian families such as the Karens and the Mehrans (whose name itself means “Mithraists”) remained a source of tension throughout the Sasanian period. She points out that the late sixth-century rebel Bahram Čubin was known in Armenian sources as Mehrvandak, “servant of Mithra,” and that his movement centered on the Burzin-Mehr fire in opposition to the two Sasanian fires further west. Pourshariati concludes that the religiously expressed tensions between the Sasanian and Parthian elites ultimately led to the breakdown of Sasanian imperial power during the mid-seventh century, when the Parthians, ever resentful of their Mazdaist rivals in the west, chose to ally themselves with the invading Arabs.14
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