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THE AVESTA AND ITS TRANSLATION

PRODS OKTOR SKJÆRVØ

THE TERM Avesta refers to a relatively small group of orally composed and transmitted texts written down only in the Islamic period, some of them perhaps around the year 600. We have no evidence that all the known texts were written down at the same time, however. The texts are in Avestan, an Iranian language related to Old Persian (the ancestor of modern Persian or Farsi), which was spoken in the northeast of the later Persian (Achaemenid) empire (550–330 BCE), in the areas of modern Afghanistan and the Central Asian republics. The language is known in two linguistic forms: an older form, similar to the oldest Indic language of the Rigveda, and a younger form, slightly antedating that of Old Persian (known from about 520 BCE). The extant texts were therefore probably committed to memory sometime in the second half of the second millennium and the first half of the first millennium BCE, respectively. We have considerable archeological evidence from these areas dating to these periods, but with lack of written evidence it is impossible to correlate this evidence with the Avestan texts. This means that we do not know their precise historical contexts.

The Old Avesta contains the “Gāthās of Zarathustra,” five hymns ascribed to the (mythical) prophet of Zoroastrianism, and the Young(er) Avesta, miscellaneous ritual texts, among them the Yasna, the text that accompanies the morning ritual (yasna); the Yashts, hymns to individual deities; and the Videvdad, rules for keeping the daēwas, demons, away, a text inserted in the Yasna and recited at important purification ceremonies.

The texts are known from manuscripts dating from the thirteenth to the nineteenth centuries, all of which apparently go back to individual prototypes written around the year 1000 (known from colophons), which means that there is a considerable gap in the written tradition between the time the texts were first committed to writing and the earliest known and extant manuscripts. It should be noted that the Avesta is not a single “book” like the Bible, but individual texts transmitted in separate manuscripts. These became a book only in Western editions during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

That the translation of these texts presents problems should be apparent. The translations in this book have been smoothed by leaving out discussions of problematic translations and marking uncertain or conjectural ones by a bracketed query: [?]. Hopelessly corrupt or incomprehensible passages have been left out, sometimes marked by ellipses.


PREFACE

I WAS IN BENGAL staying at a small village doing research several years ago, when one evening I decided to walk along a shadowy road. Like most foreigners, I was unaware of the dangers lurking in the dark. The sky was already a rich dark blue against the almost black trees, and the few people who were hurrying home gawked at me as if I had three heads. Being quite used to this, I continued to make my way to a grove I had discovered earlier in the day. Luckily, one of my little English students was passing by with her mother. They looked quite worried, despite my happy greeting.

“Don’t go there,” the girl warned when I explained my quest. “It is a place where jinn live. They will offer you anything your heart desires, but then your soul will belong to them.”

I was most interested in meeting a jinni (genie), so I asked her if she had ever seen one. She had not, but she warned me, “You can recognize them by their feet—that’s one thing they can’t hide. Their feet look like giant bird claws.”

I hardly had time to thank them as they scurried off. As for me, I went to see if I could meet a jinni, but they had apparently taken the day off. Jinn are the sometimes-demonic spirits that inhabited the Arab wastelands and deserts, howling on dark nights and often possessing a hapless passerby. How they ended up in Bengal, we will never know, but I suspect that the Muslim imagination that brought the other delightful stories of the Arabs was responsible.

It was in this way that I became fascinated with the things people consider evil. Evil is not always something to do with morality, as we in the West often think. When I once foolishly attempted to catch a large crab-like insect awkwardly scuttling across a temple floor in India, I saw the looks of horror people gave me. They warned me not to touch it, but their expressions told me that it was not just the poison they feared. They regarded the creature with a kind of awe they reserve for evil. Indeed, later I was told that it was an “inauspicious” creature.

When I started to study Zoroastrianism, evil ultimately hooked me. Evil, I found, was simple yet complex, disgusting at times, yet attractive. The sources available for the study of this tradition are scarce, however. I envy scholars of the Indian traditions for their rich sources, yet there were reasons for the scholar in the study of religion to revel in the fact that so few of their brethren have tackled the early Iranian material. I found the study of the Zoroastrian tradition to be the realm of the philologists, who were, and are, making valiant attempts to translate and make available the difficult texts. The study of the Iranian texts by scholars of religion has been hampered for several reasons. The most vexing is the corruption of the texts by scribes. The Avesta, for example, was an oral text passed down since perhaps the first half of the second millennium BCE. It was finally put into writing toward the end of the Sasanian period (224–651 CE), but the extant manuscripts date only from the thirteenth through fourteenth centuries. The priests who transmitted the texts orally and in writing, but who did not understand the original language, had corrupted these texts.

Most translations in this book are from the Avesta. In some cases, to avoid lengthy translated passages, I have paraphrased and shortened some translations from various works I have used, and I have given the English translation sources for the benefit of the reader wishing to investigate them further. I concentrate on the period of the Avesta and the earlier Pahlavi texts, with the exception of a few passages from the later texts, especially the Persian Rivayats. With apologies to all of the learned scholars of Iranian traditions before me, I have had to lighten the text for print and have not been able to acknowledge all of the opinions that have been offered in the past in the understanding of the Avesta. I wanted above all to share my love of these fascinating myths with my students and with the public so that they too can enjoy the world of evil.
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WITCHES, WHORES, AND SORCERERS


INTRODUCTION

A SERIOUS PROBLEM in the study of Zoroastrianism is the notion of Zarathustra1 as a prophet, a reformer of what is often referred to as the pagan Iranian tradition. The result is the “textbook” understanding of Zoroastrianism, which distinguishes between a corrupt period of lawlessness and polytheism punctuated by a golden age of Zarathustra’s teachings, followed again by a return to the old polytheistic state where superstitions reigned.

Most scholars of religion have long since abandoned the type of thought that pits “ethical” monotheists against “superstitious” polytheists. Traditions are just traditions, and one is no better than another. It is our task to observe, not to judge. It is with this thought that I approach the texts. Unfortunately, for scholars of early Iranian traditions, there is very little beyond the texts. Therefore, we have to let the texts “talk” to us. We have no idea of what opposing and marginalized groups and individuals practiced and believed. However, in an oblique way the Avesta reveals the identities and some of the practices of the outsiders to these traditions—at least those that bothered the authors the most.

I found it fruitful to examine and catalog ideas concerning evil in these texts because they reveal many things. In addition to the worldviews of the elite priests, the texts can also shed some light on the problems people in general faced when they dealt with the elite, who were often state-sponsored. For example, while scholars may know very little about the practices of women during the time of the creation of the Avesta, we can know the rules they were expected to follow, the attitudes of the priests toward women, and what the sanctions were against them. When the texts deal with the subject of women, I believe we can learn something very important about the concept of evil itself. It is precisely when addressing the subject of the female that the ambiguity of evil in Iran is revealed.

At first glance, one may assume that the concepts of good and evil are simple for dualists. This does not seem to be the case at all when we examine their views on humans. The Young Avesta sees a clear separation between the good god Ahura Mazda (called Ohrmazd in the Sasanian and later texts) and the Evil Spirit, Angra Mainyu (Ahriman in the Sasanian and later texts), and their respective creations. Humans throw a wrench into the picture. Humans, and women in particular, have a strange status. Although created by the good god Ahura Mazda, humans, like the great deities, have the power of choice: they can choose good or evil.

While women can choose good over evil, the problem becomes complex because, according to these texts, a woman’s body is naturally linked to evil by blood pollution. I will deal with this interesting notion in my discussion on female evil beings. Female beings also appear in the Avesta as important demons or classes of demons. The sanctions against things evil also give us some insights on their occupations, such as providing for women’s health, and at times abortions, which put these female health providers under the suspicion of witchcraft. What was the “magic” or witchcraft that these women used? Was it herbal medicine, or was it a combination of herbal medicine and spells?

Given such limited resources, we have to make some conjectures, but there is still quite a bit to learn by what is forbidden in a tradition. If the Avesta condemns abortion providers, then we must assume that they existed. When the texts forbid the eating of dogs, we can safely assume that some people may have eaten dogs. This is certainly not unheard of in other cultures. Similarly, when the texts complain about sorcerers and other evildoers, we will have to speculate on what they meant. Were they followers of other traditions? Were they actually practicing alternative magic?

At this point, it is important to say a few words about terms. The word “magic,” for one, is fraught with a long history of verbal wrangling. It is a word similar to the term “religion,” a definition of which will never satisfy every scholar, and will therefore remain elusive. Until recently, magic had a pejorative meaning. In the past, scholars made a distinction between magic and religion, and there were numerous attempts to differentiate the two. There is no consensus, even after many attempts, as to what, if anything, differentiates magic and religion. As I already mentioned, the study of early Iranian traditions has been mainly the field of philologists, rather than scholars in the study of religion or anthropology. Because of this, we see that some scholars in Iranian studies still use terms that today’s religion scholars consider antiquated when describing various rituals and beliefs.

Religions can employ magical formulas, attempt coercion, be public or private, and so on. Therefore, perhaps looking at the magical part of any religion, we can separate a few aspects that may be contrasted to purely theological thought. My idea is not to single out the Avestan religion as magical, as opposed to other religions. Indeed, all religions could be analyzed in the same manner. In the case of the religion of the authors of the Avesta, we have only the extant texts to guide us, and considering the incredible antiquity of the religion, they are scant indeed. The elements we can separate as magical were still to have a great influence on the later development of theology in Zoroastrianism as it began to coalesce during the interaction with Islam in the seventh century ce and onwards. Magic and magical beings were important for the Zoroastrian theologians in the elucidation of evil in their dualistic system as opposed to the omnipotent power of the god of Islam.

I have gleaned the following definition from older anthropological works, from Malinowski to Van Gennep’s “magico-religious,” which ends up positing a definition of magic as a part of a religious process, not as opposed to it. I have adapted it for this book, although in no way do I claim that it can be used as a universal definition. It seems preferable to tediously using quotation marks around words like “magic,” “spell,” “curse,” “sorcerer,” etc.

 

1. Magic consists of words and rites meant to produce a desired result by the coercion or supplication of forces beyond the realm of humans. This is basically the same as prayer except that the aims are as below, in point 2.

2. The realm of magic is predominantly practical, because the use of magic usually has a goal, especially for the aim of suppressing disease, misfortunes, and evil beings. This can be opposed to simple praise and prayer, which are also features of the Avesta.

3. Magical rituals are usually private or secret and carried out by specialists in nonpublic settings. The manthras (mantras in Sanskrit), or spells, to use a broad, although loaded term, are passed down through a line of priests thought to be kin somehow to Zarathustra.

4. Magic revolves around a mantra or spell that uses special language and quite often contains mythological allusions. It is often simply the use of words from the Gathas, which, by their antiquity, have acquired sacred status.2

There are always many exceptions to every rule, as scholars in the history of religion and anthropology will surely point out. To complicate matters, certain terms that have acquired a pejorative meaning will always be problematic. Can we totally avoid these terms? I agree with H. S. Versnel that this may prove impossible and that the “only realistic alternative is to devise at least a working definition of the concept you are going to employ.”3 While being careful not to allow old meanings to color our words, it is awkward to have to somehow avoid them. When we look at Avestan curses, I could use Versnel’s term “judicial prayers” because, as he notes, the author is the injured party and so feels justified when appealing to the gods, as opposed to the demons.4 This is indeed the case with the Avestan counterparts. However, Versnel is opposing his judicial prayers to defixiones, curses, from Graeco-Roman curse-texts. It would be problematic to make that sort of distinction concerning the composers of the Avesta as opposed to the so-called sorcerers and other demonic things they oppose, for the reason that we do not know who these sorcerers were, and we certainly do not have any examples of their texts. If we are to posit some continuity between the approaches of the composer or composers of the Gāthās and the later Avesta, at least in the way they chose their enemies (and this, I realize is dubious, and poses many challenges), there are a few ways to look at demons. They would include the so-called evil beings that plagued the authors of the Avesta and were of three kinds: unseen demons, persons who actually practiced black magic (or abhicāra as it is called in Sanskrit), and also ordinary people of opposing sects or religions. Another inevitable reason to think in these terms is that the authors of the Avesta themselves thought in terms of good and bad magic. They called performers of bad magic sorcerers, witches, and various other names. They also accused these people of usurping their own rituals and using them for bad purposes. This points to a conclusion that the actual methods of good and bad magic were not always different.

In analyzing the Avestan treatment of evil and how to combat it, my definition of “magic” works reasonably well. As far as the words “spell” and “curse” are concerned, these are mantras5 that, in an effort to bring about the desired result of what I have termed “magic,” will be discussed later.

Another problem in identifying evil in the Avesta is the obscurity of references in the early Avestan texts. Sometimes they are explained in post-Avestan texts, and sometimes the myths are fleshed out. We have no way of knowing if these elaborations are later additions invented to explain the bits and pieces offered by the early compositions, or explanations passed down orally and incorporated into the later compositions. Following the example of Wendy Doniger in her work on evil in the Hindu tradition,6 I will use a thematic scheme, referring to the earliest compositions and then following them with any appropriate related later compositions. While it is important to keep in mind that concepts change and develop over time, this approach may help in several ways. For instance, one can examine what may be a foundational idea in the Avesta, or even as early as the Gathas, and then observe the ways in which the concepts are interpreted by later authors. This is especially interesting considering that the authors of the Pahlavi compositions were working at a time when they were grappling with polemic arguments during the period of Muslim domination.

Using this method, we might ask for example, “What did the Avesta have to say about women?” How does this persist or change as the tradition responds to outside forces? While it may not be prudent to use later sources to fully explain earlier ones, looking at references in the earlier compositions to particular themes such as the disposal of dead bodies, and relating them to later texts that appear influenced by them, is a valid form of inquiry. Presenting the material in a thematic manner will also help to give us a more complete picture of the tradition as it developed.

This book deals with the question of how evil is understood and categorized, and then finally combated in early Iranian traditions. Very important in this study is the investigation into the lives of the witches, whores, sorcerers, and other people thought to embody evil. The priestly incantations are directed at these people. These “evil” beings are even more interesting than the priests, but they cannot speak. One can only discover something about them through the very people who hated them.


CHAPTER 1



THE STUDY OF AN ANCIENT TRADITION

IN SOME FORM, Zoroastrianism was the state religion in Iran, perhaps even by the time of Cyrus the Great (550–530 BCE), although this has been an area where few scholars agree.1 By the time of Darius I, the Achaemenid religion as seen through limited sources such as inscriptions, appears to be Zoroastrianism as known from the Avesta. This great religion had been dominant in Iran since antiquity. However, it began a steady decline, perhaps even before the assassination in 651 of the last Sasanian ruler, Yazdegird. One outcome of the contact with Islam was the realization on the part of the Zoroastrian priesthood that they needed to rethink and organize their theology if they hoped to sustain their weakening religion.

Zoroastrian clergy in the ninth and early tenth centuries were exposed to an Islam whose theology had been developing rapidly. Considering the theological issues that they had to tackle, one of the most obvious weaknesses in Zoroastrianism, as seen by Muslim theologians, was its dualistic stance, something very different from Islam. Zoroastrians were faced with arguments that made it necessary for them to systematize and clarify their belief system. Zoroastrian theologians, rather than alter their dualistic theology, employed novel strategies by which they updated it in ways that allowed them to answer many of the troubling questions posed by Islam. In this attempt, the Evil Spirit, Ahriman as he was called by then, attained a prominent position in the theological debate.

Jewish and Christian theologians before Islam had argued over the problem of theodicy, the dilemma that arises when one tries to defend an omnipotent god’s goodness in the face of his apparent tolerance of evil. Muslim theologians were less perturbed by the question of theodicy as compared with their Jewish and Christian counterparts, yet the issue of the free will of humans was contentious. Islam does not give an important role to Iblīs, the devil figure. Iblīs has the job of tempting humans, but has no real power over them. Some see him as a helper of God, in as much as God gave him his job. He has no power independent of God. If this is the case, do humans choose to be evil?

The Qur’ān expresses the notion that God is the cause of everything, as seen, for example, in 6:125. At the same time it stresses human accountability. The Qur’ān makes no attempt to reconcile these divergent views. Muslim theologians produced much complex speculation on the matter, but common believers are, in general, content with the Qur’ānic god, who is the cause of everything, while simultaneously leaving humans to be responsible for their own actions.

Muslim theologians grappled with the question of theodicy particularly as it relates to the doctrine of predestination. Especially in the eighth and ninth centuries, there were acrimonious disputes among the Mu’tazilites, who as rationalists refused to believe that God could act in an unjust manner, and the Ash’arites, who attributed everything, including human acts, to the will of God. This period also approximately coincides with the reorganization of the Zoroastrian theological stance, as we see it in the Pahlavi texts, written down from the ninth century onward.

Zoroastrian theologians saw the matter of theodicy as a fault in the Abrahamic traditions—one that could serve them well in their polemical and apologetic works. They used their well-developed ideas regarding evil to form an argument against the Abrahamic religions with their omnipotent god.2 In turn, they had to deal with the Islamic critique of the Zoroastrian god as a weakling. One might assume that, being dualists who believed that evil and good had separate sources, Zoroastrian theologians did not encounter the problem of theodicy in their tradition. However, we will find this to be simplistic. They had to grapple with the question, especially when it came to free will in humans—precisely the same problem that vexed Muslim theologians. Zoroastrians, who took the position that God never wills evil, still had to explain why humans choose to be evil.

From the beginning of the Islamic era of dominance in Iran, Zoroastrian theologians shifted toward an approach that involved theological argumentation, as is evident from the many apologetic texts that were produced. However, the authors of the Pahlavi texts did not abandon the older forms of religious expression, which consisted of rituals aimed at promoting order and purity, as well as inhibiting disorder and pollution. These rituals were apotropaic, that is, meant to ward off evil, or exorcistic, to remove demons. They comprised the nucleus of the Zoroastrian tradition in practice. The Avesta and specifically the ancient Gāthās were the primary source for their spells and apotropaic or exorcistic instructions.

The Zoroastrian theologians of the ninth and early tenth centuries not only used the earlier Avestan concepts as a basis for their apologetics, but they also attempted to find in them solutions to many problems intrinsic to the Avestan and early Pahlavi texts. As Zoroastrian theologians struggled to classify and codify their ancient theology, they employed the idea of evil as an important element of their arguments. When there was a need, they looked to the Avesta for their arguments. In order to understand Zoroastrian theology as it develops in the Pahlavi texts, one must attempt to comprehend the unfolding of the notion of evil in earlier texts.

Examining how the idea of evil developed entails investigating its roots from the Gāthās, where evil appears at first glance to be a rather vague force, to the post-Gathic Avestan texts, where evil takes an active role in the lives of people, and indeed, of the universe. In the Videvdad, strict rules are formed to protect against evil by the performance of ritual and by the observance of taboos.3 The Zoroastrian response to evil was very practical. Until the time of the composition of the Pahlavi work, the predominant methods that priests, and presumably the community, used to control evil were apotropaic and exorcistic spells and rites. Few scholars can agree on when these practices came into being and if they ran counter to the presumed teachings of Zarathustra.

A quick look at almost any textbook on world religions will most likely reveal a simplistic view of the Zoroastrian tradition, which, like any tradition, is naturally highly complex. When Western scholars first began in-depth studies of Zoroastrianism, it was mainly among the Parsis in India. Parsis were Iranian Zoroastrians who had fled Muslim persecution in their homeland before settling in India. According to tradition, they started about one hundred years after the Muslim conquest of Iran in 642 ce. During the British occupation of India, Parsis rose in rank above many other Indians, and, perhaps like their Hindu brethren who began the organization called the Brahmo Samaj, were keen on presenting their tradition as progressive and advanced.4 Wendy Doniger calls the tendency to accept Protestant elements “a kind of colonial and religious Stockholm syndrome.”5

Western scholars, hampered as they were by the obscure languages of the texts, tended to make an artificial separation between the oldest of the Zoroastrian texts, the Gāthās, and later texts. They interpreted the Gāthās as ethical and abstract, while they considered other texts as presenting a corruption of the older ethical religion. The same approach was used regarding the Vedic texts. Scholars viewed the highly philosophical texts of the Upanishads as superior to the Purānas, which were younger and presented much of the mythology of the tradition.6

Thus we find that both many modern scholars and many members of the modern Zoroastrian community have elevated the Gāthās to the status of “the real teachings of Zarathustra,”7 while they relegate the rest of the Avesta to evidence of a loss of the true teachings.8 Instances of “magic” and myth tend to be dismissed as not being part of the prophet’s teachings. Early scholars of Zoroastrianism were attracted to the notion of a “pure” Zoroastrianism, which meant to them a “rational, non-legalistic and non-ritualistic religious tradition.”9 The parts of the Avesta that seemed to contradict this idea were disturbing and had to be somehow explained away. Christian Bartholomae, the leading Avestan scholar in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, asserted that the sole author of the Gāthās was Zarathustra, a prophet with an ethical message.10 Bartholomae believed that Zarathustra had a revelation of monotheism, but later had to compromise on strict monotheism because of all of the resistance he encountered.11

The Zarathustra embodied in this idea was an ethical teacher and a prophet. Max Weber, writing in the 1920s, had obviously read these accounts of Zarathustra, and this led Weber to class him as an “ethical prophet,” along with Muhammad. He postulated that this type of prophet “demands obedience as an ethical duty.”12 Weber writes: “In the case of Zoroaster too it can be asserted that the range of his vision was also oriented to the views of the civilized lands of the West.”13 One cannot blame him for coming to these conclusions, given the expert scholarly opinions he had at his disposal.

If the Gāthās were the only extant work of the “prophet” Zarathustra, then scholars were faced with the problem of how to explain the rest of the Avesta. To this end, the Magi of the Greek authors were resurrected, with many scholars postulating that the Median Magi were behind what Jacques Duchesne-Guillemin called a “gross, rigid dualism.”14 Later scholars such as Gherardo Gnoli, however, dismissed the idea that dualism was “nothing but a vicious inheritance of the primitive superstitious mentality of the Median Magi.”15 The Magi, with their reputation as magicians, thus became important in the argument concerning the perception of the changing nature of Zoroastrianism.

In an early publication, Gnoli rejected the standard explanation of a discontinuity between the “old Iranian” religion and the supposedly revolutionary Zoroastrianism delivered by a prophet teaching a new, radical message. Instead, he proposed that “Mazdeism is not the result of a revolution or of a reformation, but the final product of a slow process of transformation of a kind of more ancient Aryan religiosity; a process that has developed this side of the Indus, parallel with and analogous to what happened at the other side of the big historical stream with the Vedic religion and its successive developments.”16 Gnoli also attacked the notion that the Gāthās were a “theological synthesis of Zoroastrianism” or a “complete theory of the many aspects, doctrinal, liturgical and ethical, that a religion is made of.” Rather, he noted that they are ritual texts centering on the haoma sacrifice. The attempt to find every aspect of the religion in the Gāthās was therefore pointless and could only serve to further obscure what was already unclear.

The theory of the reformation of Zarathustra was rooted in the notion that Zarathustra was an ethical, monotheistic prophet and that whatever came after him was a disgraceful fall from the “true” religion. R. C. Zaehner lamented that

[n]ever has a religious thinker been more grossly travestied—travestied by his own followers who straightway obscured the purity of his monotheistic vision, travestied by the Magi in the Levant who presented him to the Graeco-Roman world not only as the author of a rigid religious dualism which made good and evil two rival and co-eternal principles, but also as a magician, astrologer, and a quack.17

This statement is a good reflection of the past scholarly approaches to Zoroastrianism that have produced the textbook definitions of the religion today. As opposed to the earlier scholars of Zoroastrianism, if we follow Gnoli in his rejection of the notion that “ethical Zoroastrianism” was somehow distorted and poisoned by outsiders (the Magi), we are still faced with the problem of a seeming lack of continuity between the Gāthās and the rest of the Avesta. Some of this has to be attributed to the translators who assume meanings for words about which we still know very little. Even taking that into account, there is a difference in language, style, and content between the Gāthās and the Young Avesta.18 The attempt to find a totally smooth transition of religious thought throughout the Zoroastrian texts, which span an enormous time period, is methodologically unsound, because religions change constantly. Seeking to find an evolutionary growth in complexity of thought will lead to an equally flimsy conclusion.

This study will not be based on the assumption of a historical Zarathustra, prophet, reformer, philosopher, etc., and thus will not try to determine whether the ideas discussed in it belonged to the prophet’s teaching or not. Indeed, the very notion of a historical Zarathustra was seriously challenged in the second half of the twentieth century, beginning with the work of Marijan Molé, and continued by Jean Kellens and most recently Prods Oktor Skjærvø.19 The question and its answer are irrelevant for the present study, since the analysis of the texts does not depend on them.

The foci of this book are the ideas of their authors concerning evil and how these notions influenced their lives. I begin with a survey of early Zoroastrian literature and then I discuss the relationship between the Magi and magic. After a general discussion of the notion of evil, I embark on an examination of varieties of evil, from what we consider natural occurrences, such as old age and death, to evildoers. These include the supernatural demons, people who practice evil arts, such as sorcerers and sorceresses, witches, and evil magicians. An interesting addition to this list of evildoers is the category of people who did not intentionally practice evil, such as those who became polluted. The varieties of evildoers are fascinating because they span a wide spectrum from whores to demon worshippers, from givers of the evil eye to two-and four-legged wolves.

The remainder of the book covers methods that the Avestan people employed to free themselves, or protect themselves from the evil they seemed to see everywhere. These can take the form of spells, exorcisms, and curses meant to drive demons out of the body, the home, and the land. It also explains which gods could be implored for help. The grammatical structure of Avestan incantations is also examined, as are rituals for their execution.

Rather than being an intrusion into the ethical system represented by the Gāthās, concern for evil seems instead to be central to the Avestan worldview. It has its roots in the Gāthās, but it displays its complexities in the later Avestan compositions. We will see that the Gāthās continue to have a central role in the battle against evil as the most powerful and sacred of all spells.


CHAPTER 2



THE IRANIANS AND THEIR LITERATURE

ARCHEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE SHOWS the existence of a large complex of settlements in what is today’s Uzbekistan at the end of the third and beginning of the second millennium BCE, which Victor Sarianidi has baptized the Bactrian-Margiane Archeological Complex. This culture is the only one at this early time whose artifacts found their way onto the Iranian Plateau.1It is therefore tempting to identify it with the proto-Iranians, but “stones do not speak,” so we cannot be certain. Linguistic evidence combined with the geographical references found in the Avesta, however, points strongly to eastern Iranian populations having lived in this area in the second millennium.2 They must have split up from the Indians, to whom they were closely related, before this. A date ante quem is perhaps given by the end of the Indus civilization in 1900 BCE, if this was caused by the incoming Indians.3

Persians are first mentioned in the Assyrian annals in the area of Urartu in the ninth century4 BCE and Medes and Persians in more southerly areas of the western Plateau during the eighth and seventh centuries.5 This means that the migrations into the Plateau cannot have taken place any later than 1000 BCE. The Median king Deiokes may have formed an empire around 700 BCE,6 but our most detailed account is in Herodotus, which cannot be used as a secure historical source. We know, however, that the Median king Cyaxares, whom the Achaemenid inscriptions call Uvaxštara (and the Babylonian Chronicles, Umakištar), conquered Assyria and its capital Nineveh on the Tigris in 612 BCE, two years after the destruction of Ashur (614).7

The literatures of the earliest Iranians and their Indian neighbors comprise the Old Indic Vedas (oldest of which is the Rigveda), the East-Iranian Avesta, and the Southwest-Iranian Old Persian cuneiform inscriptions of the Achaemenid kings (from ca. 520 BCE).

The Rigveda and the Old Avestan texts are in languages that are very similar in respect to grammar, vocabulary, and especially literary style and formulas,8 which means that they are probably contemporary compositions (from about 1400 to 200 BCE).9 The Young Avestan texts, according to the linguistic criteria (the language is relatively close to Old Persian) and the geographical evidence (names from northeastern Iran), probably date to the beginning of the first millennium BCE. These dates are today fairly securely established, though there has been much debate about them, but since they are compositions transmitted orally for millennia before they were written down, they cannot be dated with any high degree of exactitude.10

There is little information in the Old Avestan texts about the society in which they were composed. Molé stresses that these are religious, not historical texts.11 They are ritual texts accompanying the daily ritual and annual events, such as the observance of the new year. There are references to pastures, camels, chariot races, and a few other concrete issues, which are of traditional literary nature and prove nothing much about social and political conditions.12

The Young Avesta, on the other hand, at least contains geographical names from the area of Central Asia (the modern Central Asian republics, northeast Iran, and Afghanistan), as well as the names of the river Helmand and its tributaries in Sistan, today’s southern Afghanistan.

There are two lists of geographical names in the Young Avesta, one in Yasht 10, in which Mithra surveys his lands, and the other in the Videvdad, which lists the land Ahura Mazdā created. The list in Yasht 10 traces—relatively speaking—the path of the sun from the east to the west:

YASHT 10.13–16

(We sacrifice to Mithra …)

who, as the first of the beings worthy of sacrifice in the world of thought,

rises beyond Mount Harā

in front of the immortal sun with fleet horses,—

who as the first seizes the gold-adorned, beautiful heights.

From there he looks upon the entire area inhabited by the Aryans,

he, the most rich in life-giving strength,—13

in which brave rulers lay out in straight lines their many palisades,

in which tall mountains with plenty of grass further the … for the cow,

in which there stand deep, surging lakes,

in which rivers in spate rush broad with a swell to Ishkata and Pouruta,

to Merv, Herat, and Gawa, to Sogdiana and Choresmia,

toward Arzahi and Sawahi,14

toward Fradadafshu and Vidadafshu,

toward Vourubarshti and Vourujarshti,

toward this continent, radiant Khwaniratha.

Mithra rich in vitalizing strength surveys the area where Gawas dwell,

the healing settlement of the Gawas,

he, worthy of sacrifice in the world of thought,

who flies over all the continents bestowing Fortune,15

he, worthy of sacrifice in the world of thought,

who flies over all the continents bestowing command.

He increases the obstruction-smashing strength of these

who, qualified (and) knowing Order,16 sacrifice to him with libations.

The first chapter of the Videvdad describes how Ahura Mazdā created the lands inhabited by Iranians, 17 while the Evil Spirit brought forth evils, plagues, and scourges for them. Most of those listed are still unidentified, but apparently the lands become more afflicted by evil as one moves west:

VIDEVDAD 1.2–19

As the best of places and settlements I, Ahura Mazdā, first fashioned the

Aryan Expanse with the Good Lawful (river).

Then the Evil Spirit, full of destruction, whittled forth as its antagonist a

dragon, the red, and the winter made by the evil gods (daēwas). There, ten

months are winter, two summer. Water, earth, and plants are frozen …

As the second best of places and settlements I, Ahura Mazdā, fashioned Gawa settled by Sogdians.

Then the Evil Spirit full of destruction whittled forth as its antagonists thistles and other destructive things.

As the third best of places and settlements I, Ahura Mazdā, fashioned Merv, abiding by Order, rich in life-giving strength.

Then the Evil Spirit full of destruction whittled forth as its antagonists [unknown words].

As the fourth best of places and settlements I, Ahura Mazdā, fashioned

Bactria with upraised banners.

Then the Evil Spirit….

As the fifth best of places and settlements I, Ahura Mazdā, fashioned Nisa which is between Merv and Bactria.

Then the Evil Spirit full of destruction whittled forth as its antagonist bad confusion [?].

As the sixth best of places and settlements I, Ahura Mazdā, fashioned Herat….

Then the Evil Spirit full of destruction whittled forth as its antagonist spittle and phlegm.

As the seventh best of places and settlements I, Ahura Mazdā, fashioned Vaēkerta, the lair of hedgehogs.

Then the Evil Spirit full of destruction whittled forth as its antagonist the witch Khnanthaitī, who followed Kersāspa.

As the eighth best of places and settlements I, Ahura Mazdā, fashioned Urwā with abundant pasture.

Then the Evil Spirit full of destruction whittled forth as its antagonist bad overseers.

As the ninth best of places and settlements I, Ahura Mazdā, fashioned Khnanta, settled by Hyrcanians.

Then the Evil Spirit full of destruction whittled forth as its antagonist bad inexpiable acts: male intercourse.

As the tenth best of places and settlements I, Ahura Mazdā, fashioned beautiful Arachosia.

Then the Evil Spirit full of destruction whittled forth as its antagonist bad inexpiable acts: exposure of corpses.

As the eleventh best of places and settlements I, Ahura Mazdā, fashioned Helmand, wealthy and munificent.

Then the Evil Spirit full of destruction whittled forth as its antagonists bad sorcerers.

And this shall be a clear sign and a clear [?]: Wherever they come … the one possessed by sorcerers. Then those are the most possessed by sorcerers. Then those come up for destruction and … and locusts.

As the twelfth best of places and settlements I, Ahura Mazdā, fashioned Ragā of three tribes.

Then the Evil Spirit….

As the thirteenth best of places and settlements I, Ahura Mazdā, fashioned

Cakhra, abiding by Order, rich in life-giving strength.

Then the Evil Spirit full of destruction whittled forth as its antagonist bad inexpiable acts: burning of corpses.

As the fourteenth best of places and settlements I, Ahura Mazdā, fashioned four-cornered Varna, in which Thraētaona was born, who struck down the giant dragon (Azhi Dahāka).

Then the Evil Spirit full of destruction whittled forth as its antagonist untimely menses and the un-Aryan teachers [?] of the land.

As the fifteenth best of places and settlements I, Ahura Mazdā, fashioned the Seven [world] Rivers.

Then the Evil Spirit full of destruction whittled forth as their antagonist untimely menses and untimely heat.

As the sixteenth best of places and settlements I, Ahura Mazdā, fashioned [the lands] by the falls [?] of the river Ranghā….

Then the Evil Spirit full of destruction whittled forth as its antagonist the demon-made winter and the … teachers of the lands.

These lists have been used by scholars to identify the Aryan Expanse (Air-yana Vaējah), the mythical homeland of the Iranians, with Choresmia. Such attempts, however, are linked with the pseudo-problem of the “time and place” of Zarathustra and have been shown to have little merit. It has also been suggested that these lists imply that the authors of the Young Avesta were acquainted with western India (Hapta Hindu “Seven Rivers”)18 but did not yet know the western area of Greater Iran, and that they may have come from the north, slowly moving south and west.

It is a reasonable assumption that the Young Avestan corpus and the religion it represented was at some stage established in the area of Sistan, or ancient Arachosia, and that from there it spread westward, perhaps during the Median period, to be firmly established in Persia (the Greek Persis) by the time the Achaemenids came to power (Cyrus the Great 559–530, Cambyses II 530–522, etc.; the last king was Darius III 336–330, conquered by Alexander of Macedonia).19 The corpus of inscriptions,20 mainly from Persepolis, Susa, and Hamadan, comprise several long inscriptions from the reigns of Darius I (522–486 BCE) and his successor, Xerxes (486–465 BCE), and several short ones, among them a relatively substantial one from Artaxerxes II (405–359 BCE).21 Several (or most) of the inscriptions have Elamite or Accadian translations (or both), and Darius’ great inscription at Bisotun has Aramaic translation.22 They are often accompanied by reliefs depicting a king and his activities, notably in the posture of sacrificing to god.23 As far as they go, the inscriptions show that the religion of the Achaemenids was that of the Avesta.24 The evidence of the Greek historians, notably of Herodotus, is also little at variance with our picture of the Zoroastrian religion.

Of the later Iranian literatures, we should mention the inscriptions written in Middle Persian, the official language of the Sasanian state, a language descended from Old Persian and the ancestor of modern Persian. Most important are the inscriptions from the third century ce,25 which open a window onto the religion of this period, and the numerous Zoroastrian texts written in Pahlavi, a late stage of the Middle Persian language, including translations of and commentaries on the Avesta, what is traditionally referred to as the Zand,26 in addition to numerous other, mostly religious, texts. Among these, several will be cited below, such as the Dēnkard,27 an encyclopedic text containing many subjects from proper religious conduct to eschatology; the Bundahishn (“how everything was set in place in the beginning”),28 the Zoroastrian creation myth; the Dādestān ī Dēnīg (“judgments according to the religious tradition”);29 the Mēnōy ī Khrad (“the otherworldly wisdom”);30 and the Ardā Wīrāz-nāmag (“the book of the righteous Wirāz [or Wirāf]”),31 a visionary text with eschatological material. Many of these are instructional texts in question-and-answer format (a common form in the Pahlavi texts). Also of importance is the Shkand-gumānīg Wizār (“the exposition that smashes all doubts”),32 an apologetic work.

It must be kept in mind that the final versions of the Pahlavi texts were mostly written down in the ninth and tenth centuries, far into the Muslim period, and therefore they contain literature formed over several centuries. It is especially problematic to use this literature as evidence for earlier forms of the religion. However, it will serve to demonstrate how the earlier material was used in the reformulation of later variations on similar subjects.

It was also in the Sasanian period that the Avesta was written down for the first time, probably sometime in the sixth to seventh centuries BCE.33 The earliest manuscripts date only from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, however.34 Note also that the manuscript tradition is extremely weak. In fact, it has been proven that all extant manuscripts of each text of the Avesta are descended from single manuscripts that were in existence around 1000 ce. According to the Zoroastrian tradition, as told in the Dēnkard, the Avesta at the time of Xosrow I (531–579) consisted of twenty-one nasks (approximately “books”).35 These books are summarized in Dēnkard book 8, and show that we have lost many of the Avestan texts known then, but also that some text had been lost already before that time and that only the Pahlavi translation was known to the compiler.36

Some work was written later than this time, but most of what was produced was written in the new Persian language, such as the Zarātusht-nāmah,37 a vita of Zarathustra, which I will have the occasion to quote below. Of great importance is also the correspondence (rivāyats) among the Iranian communities (the Pahlavi rivāyats) and between the Iranian and Indian Zoroastrian communities (the Persian rivāyats) on questions of religious practice.38

Among other Iranian languages, we may mention Khotanese and Sogdian in the far northeast, both of which contain much material for the reconstruction of the ancient religion of the Sogdians and Khotanese,39 although, with few exceptions, all the literature is non-Zoroastrian (Manichean, Christian, Buddhist). There is, however, a fragment of the Ashem Vohū prayer in Sogdian, which shows that Zoroastrian texts were being written in Sogdiana in the first millennium of our era.40

THE ZOROASTRIAN TEXTS

According to the Zoroastrian tradition as told in the Pahlavi books, during the reign of Dārā, son of Dārā, that is, under the Achaemenids (barely remembered in the later tradition), the Avesta had been written down in gold letters on the skins of oxen, but the “accursed” Alexander destroyed it, and the remnants were brought to Rome.41 They also mention that the Avesta was repeatedly recompiled, with a succession of commentaries being added. According to the tradition, this took place once under the Arsacids (Parthians; ca. 247 BCE–224 ce) and at least four times during the reign of the Sasanians: under Ardashir, the first Sasanian monarch (224–240), by the legendary high priest Tansar (or Tōsar); under Shahpur I (240–270?); under Shahpur II (309–379) by his high priest Ādurbād; and finally under Khosrow I (531–579). It is commonly assumed that it was under Khosrow that the twenty-one nasks (books) of the Avesta were written down along with their Zand.42

The Avesta contains two chronological layers of texts, which we refer to as the Old Avesta and the Young (Younger) Avesta.43 The Old Avesta contains the five Gāthās, “songs, hymns,” and the Yasna Haptanghāiti, the “sacrifice in seven sections.”44 The Old Avestan hymns are all addressed to Ahura Mazdā.45 They are recited about halfway through the Yasna, the text that accompanies the yasna ritual, the principal sacrificial ceremony, at the time of the pressing of the haoma, the most important component of the sacrifice. This special position in the yasna liturgy may have assured their survival. It is not known why only the Gāthās and the Yasna Haptanghāiti survive out of all the Old Avestan compositions that must at one time have existed. The Gāthās may have originally been recited during the five days (named after the five Gāthās) leading up to the important new year celebrations. If this was their original function, it may be the reason for their importance.46

Among the Young Avestan texts are two that follow the ritual, the longer Yasna and the shorter Vispered, a text used to supplement the Yasna for the seasonal Vispered ritual.47 They include invocations and texts of praise, as well as sections describing the ritual procedures. One such ritual was the preparation of the barsom, the holy grass on which the implements of the ritual are laid out and, originally at least, served as a seat for the gods when they arrived to the sacrifice. Other rituals included the pressing of the haoma; the offering of the holy bread, the holy plant, and the waters; and the tending of the fire. The Young Avesta further contains the Yashts,48 hymns to deities, among which are the long hymns to the river goddess Anāhitā, the sun god Mithra,49 the weather god Tishtriya,50 the war god Verthragna, the god Divine Fortune (Khwarnah),51 and several others. Two important hymns are included in the Yasna: the hymn to Haoma (Yasna 9–11) and the hymn to Sraosha (Yasna 56–57).52

The Khorda Avesta,53 or “little Avesta,” contains a selection of prayers, including short versions of the principal Yashts and calendrical litanies. Finally, there are several “instructional” texts, among them the Videvdad, concerned with purity rituals and exorcisms; the Ērbedestān,54 containing questions and answers regarding the behavior of priestly students and priests; and the Nīrangestān,55 which contains rules for how to perform the ritual. Among the remaining texts we may mention the Hādōxt Nask56 and Aogemadaēca,57 which among other things tell about the fate of the soul after death: its journey to the Bridge of the Accountant, where the soul’s thoughts, words, and deeds determine whether it should go to paradise, go to hell, or stay in the intermediary sphere.

The texts drawn upon in this book are mainly from the Gāthās, the Yasna, the Yashts, and the Videvdad. In all these texts, the human involvement in the control of evil in this world is given ample room, but we also find the intervention of the gods in the suppression of evils on a greater cosmic scale. Thus, we find “recipes” for how to deal with sorcerers, witches, and other magicians, as well as with robbers, diseases, and—especially in the Videvdad—pollution caused by contact with dead matter.

The Videvdad is fundamentally a law book that details ritual cleanliness and laws pertaining to pollution. Its name means literally “the law about how to keep the evil gods [demons] away,”58 that is, the demons that cause defilement and thus sin. Most of the Videvdad deals with pollution caused by the dead matter of corpses and blood, notably from menstruation, the two most serious afflictions caused by demons.

The strategies described for dealing with these various manifestations of evil include simple curses and spells, but also more elaborate magical rituals, which all fall under the general rubric of “magic.” The following chapter deals with the manifestations of evil in the Avesta, before I show how these rituals are put to actual use.


CHAPTER 3



MAGIC AND THE MAGI

THE ROLE OF THE MAGI and their association with magic influenced ideas about the early Zoroastrian tradition. In antiquity, if Zoroastrians were known for anything, it was the Magi’s purported use of magic. The term “magic” itself is derived from the Greek adjective magikos and noun mageia, which in turn are derived from magos, the Greek rendition of Old Persian magu, “magus.”1 This word is attested in Old Iranian in Avestan and in Old Persian, as well as in Median by Herodotus’ statement that the “Magoi” were one of the six Median tribes. No convincing etymology of the word has yet been proposed. Molé tentatively suggested that magu is derived from Avestan magawan-. This term designates a person connected in some way with ritual.2 However, this in turn is derived from maga-, which probably denotes the ritual exchange of gifts between the sacrificers and the gods.3 Other proposals are pure speculation. These include that of Émile Benveniste, who suggested that the word might have originally meant “member of the tribe.”4 Its only attestation in the Avesta (in the form mogu-) is in Yasna 65.7:

YASNA 65.7

Do not, O waters, [give] us [over] to the one with evil thought,

nor to the one with evil speech,

nor to the one with evil acts,

nor to the one with evil daēnā,

nor to him who is hostile to his companion,

nor to him who is hostile to the magu,

nor to him who is hostile to the members of community,

nor to him who is hostile to the members of the family,

and do not give us over to this one,

O good, best, Orderly waters set in place by Ahura Mazdā,

who wishes to collect the debt of our livestock, which are not owed as debt, [?]

nor give us over to this one,

O good, best, Orderly waters set in place by Ahura Mazdā,

who wishes to collect the debt of our bodies, which are not owed as debt. [?]

In his inscription at Bisotun, Darius describes the alleged usurper of Cambyses’ throne, whom he (Darius) fought, overcame, and killed, Gaumāta the magu. In later Zoroastrianism, however, magu is a positive term for a priest (Middle Persian mow), and the highest clerical office in the early Sasanian period is that of the “chief of the magus” (Middle and modern Persian mowbed), later also mowbedān mowbed, fashioned on the model of shāhān shāh, “king of kings.”

The Greek and Latin authors regarded the Magi as magicians, astrologers, and conjurers. Herodotus mentions that the Magi practiced divination, and gives several examples of their skill in interpreting dreams, etc. Magic had many forms, and in the ancient world it could be used for curses and spells against enemies, so that it came to be regarded with suspicion. In classical culture and religion, however, magic and magicians were important elements in the everyday lives of people, for many legitimate reasons. If we approach the texts without the untenable notion of the historical reformer, we will see that the Avesta, like other Near Eastern literature of the second and first millennia BCE, reflects the society of that time, in which magic was a part of both daily life and ritual.

The classical authors must have had some basis for their beliefs that the Iranian Magi practiced magic. Thus, Herodotus describes the Magi as interpreters of dreams and diviners, both of which practices were regarded as magical. According to him, on several occasions, kings consulted the Magi about dreams, notably the Median king Astyages5 and Xerxes, son of Darius I.6 However, they were not always right in their interpretations. On the other hand, Agathias credited the Magi with the ability to divine by staring into a fire (Historiae 2.25), and other sources describe how they used sticks or rods for divination purposes (Scholia in Nicandri Theriaca 613).7 Albert de Jong conjectures that the idea of divining by staring into a fire was based upon a combination of the fact that Zoroastrian priests tended fires as part of their priestly function and “an interpretation based upon their reputation.” The claim that the Magi divined using sticks, Jong points out, was another such “amalgam of information,”8 whereby the barsom sticks carried by the Zoroastrian priests were confused with sticks for divination (perhaps used by the Scythians). Finally, the classical authors refer to shamanic soul travel into the other world, a clearly magical practice (Lucian Menippus 6–8).9

The term also found its way into Semitic languages such as Hebrew and Aramaic. The rabbinical stereotype of the magus, according to Jonathan Seidel, was “a malicious grave-robber and mumbler.”10 In Qur’ān 22:17, Zoroastrians, and indeed Iranians in general, are called “Majūs,” and are considered marginally to be ahl alkitāb, or “people of the book,” the Muslim designation for those people to whom a book has been delivered by God.

The magical practices of dream interpretation, divination, and soul travel are common in the later Zoroastrian texts, in the Pahlavi books, and also in still later literature, often with a combination of two or all three. Thus, in the thirteenth-century Persian Zarātusht-nāmah (71–181), it is related that Zarathustra dreamt that he was overwhelmed on all sides by armies of hostile men and had the dream interpreted. In the same passage, Zarathustra is taken on a soul journey to meet Ahura Mazdā and his companions. Only then can he learn all the truths of the religion. This journey is remarkably similar to the shamanic journeys involving a kind of “death” and return to the body.11

Soul travel is often a reaction to a spiritual crisis, as we see in the cases of Wishtāspa,12 Ardā Wīrāz,13 and Kerdīr.14 In the cases of Ardā Wīrāz and Wishtāspa, their stories clearly state that they took a drug to induce their visions. In the case of Kerdīr, the fragmentary text is not clear about how he achieved soul travel.15 In the Selections of Zādspram, Zarathustra appears as an opponent of the wizards and sorcerers. In Chapter 17.1–6 of the same, Zarathustra divines the future by looking into the sky and the earth. He sees the “best existence” for the good (after death) and hell for the demons, fiends, wizards, and witches. He also overcomes a wizard who wants to destroy him with the evil eye.16

How much of this was known to the classical authors we do not know, but probably enough to warrant their impression of Zoroastrians as magicians. More importantly, in the classical world, the Zarathustra image itself was closely connected with astrology. Jong notes, “[T]o judge from the surviving [classical] literature, he was considered to have been the inventor of astrology and magic and to have written books on these subjects.”17

The later Zoroastrian texts, notably the Bundahishn,18 the Mēnōy ī Khrad (7.1–27), Kār-nāmag ī Ardashīr ī Pābagān, and Shkand-gūmānīg Wīzār (4.1– 60) contain numerous astrological passages and horoscopes, as well as mentions of astrologers and their art. The Avesta does not contain clear references to astrology and astrologers,19 but several heavenly phenomena are considered to have evil effects on Ahura Mazdā’s cosmos.

When we look at the development of the concept of evil in Iran, as I already mentioned, some of the problems we face are the scarcity of sources beside what remains of the Zoroastrian texts, and further, that we know only the priestly interpretations. The “enemies” of the priests, who include witches and sorcerers, may have represented popular traditions, but, lacking any evidence, there is no way to determine this. When we look at the earliest texts, the Gāthās, there is some indication that various groups of priests were at odds with each other. If this attitude of demonizing the other camp was continued, practitioners of popular traditions might have been targeted as evil, as happened with the Druidic tradition in Europe. It is very important, in this dualistic picture, to identify the players in the “battle” between good and evil. The linear nature of Zoroastrian “history” means that there is an end to the battle. “Good” and “bad” players help to create “points” for the two opposing forces. In effect, the end will be decided by tallying the scores for each side.

Another important issue is the role of magical language and ritual in the early Iranian tradition. Anti-evil rites—spells, curses, and exorcisms with their accompanying rituals in the Avesta—are strongly tied to the attempt to control evil. The most common types of rituals in the Avesta are those used to remedy evil, either apotropaic or exorcistic. The utterances that accompany these two are spells and curses. The problems addressed by this kind of magical ritual are mostly practical and personal, though not exclusively so.

The nature of the practical concerns is complex. While the priest may perform acts of sacrifice to uphold and preserve the ordered universe, the householder performs acts on a microcosmic level in the home. The maintenance of an ordered home that safeguards the sacred fire is essential to the preservation of good. Even following the rules of cleanliness adds to the macrocosmic mass of good on the side of the gods. Conversely, disregarding such things will only add to the hoard of evil. While the fight against evil in the Avesta is waged in a practical manner at times, the reasons for that fight are strongly linked to the belief system.

Who performed the high rituals? The Zoroastrian religion, however it may have changed throughout the ages, has always accepted the need for an elite priesthood. We might say that these priests saw themselves as the “good” counterparts of the “evil” sorcerers and witches they so often denounced. This function remains fairly steady as the tradition develops. The function of the Gathic poet-sacrificer can be most closely compared to that of the Rigvedic poet-sacrificer. Their function was social in that it fulfilled a need in a society whose beliefs centered on the sacrifice.

The Young Avestan picture, dating from perhaps half a millennium or more later than that of the Gāthās, may have differed considerably; however, the priest as a person one hired to perform a ritual remained the same. The Videvdad explains that a priest must be trained and qualified to perform purifications.20 This traditional role of the priest has remained the same even among modern Zoroastrians.21 The priest, by the time of the writing of the late Pahlavi texts, was expected to abide by the traditions of the “church,” as is evident by the verbal attacks on the priest Zādspram by his brother, the higher ranking Manushchihr, when Zādspram attempted some small innovation.22

On the other hand, the rituals performed by the priests have always taken place in a private setting. Today the yasna ceremony is still a private ritual, unlike the Christian Mass, although there are other rituals for the daily religious life of the laity.23 Few can attend the sacrifice, and some, notably women, never do attend,24 presumably for fear that the ritual might be nullified by the presence of outsiders or those ritually impure, even if they are Zoroastrians. In short, the yasna ceremony is not a community event and has never been one.

The application of the term “magic” to some of the practices in the Zoroastrian texts must be further clarified. The authors of the Avesta saw themselves as staunch enemies of sorcerers, etc., but they considered their own practices to be within the realm of orderly, beneficial behavior. In fact, the instances where it is most clear that they are practicing their “good magic” is when they are attacking the very same sorcerers with words and actions akin to those of their enemies. To distinguish between the two, it may be useful to apply the standard terminology of “good versus evil” magic.25 The authors of the Avesta considered good and evil to be contrasting elements in the worship of spiritual forces: the good sacrifice to and worship of (the real) gods versus the evil sacrifice to and worship of false gods (demons). The “good” priests sacrificed to the gods either just before dawn or during the day26 to bring back light and life, Order, and fertility to the world of Ahura Mazdā. I translate the word asha and its Old Indic equivalent rita as “Order,” with a capital letter, because it designated something more than “order” in the English sense of the word. For these ancients, the word asha meant a power that upheld and organized the ordered cosmos. It was a power even beyond that of the gods, who were also subject to its laws. “Order” also meant the ritual of the sacrifice, and order on earth, which meant that asha operated on a cosmic and a microcosmic level.27

Sacrifice to the demons produced a similar cosmic power that opposed that of the good Order. It was carried out under the cover of night and brought chaos, infertility, disease, and death. In the Gāthās, however, there was even less distinction between the good and bad sacrifices and sacrificers. The Gāthās present bad sacrificers not as demons, but as greedy or incompetent men.

The two kinds of “magic” are the same in method, as they are both coercive and use spells, curses, and magical rites. The authors of the Avesta thought that they practiced the “good” faith tradition, while others were necessarily agents of the Lie: all kinds of sorcerers and demon worshippers. This is similar to the biblical attitudes to other religions as evil and magical. We do not know who the practitioners of “evil magic” of the Avesta actually were; they could have included herbal healers, female health specialists, common magicians, and anyone who prayed to a different god or in a different language.

I must point out that for the authors of the Avesta, often it was not the method of ritual “magic” that was evil; it was the intention that was evil. Like other ancient peoples, the authors of the Avesta relied not only on the help of the gods, but also on the power of spells, curses, exorcisms, and magical rites. These protective methods were in no way considered to be sorcery, or the magic of evildoers, but rather a means of overcoming sorcery to protect the home and family. Thus, in the Avesta, “good magic” was often retaliatory. It was most often used when someone suspected that an evildoer had used magic against one’s household and goods. Accordingly, because it sent the evil back to its source, only the witch or sorcerer was to blame if he or she was killed, or suffered some loss as we see below in Yasna 65.8.

Many of the curses in the Yasna are of this type; they are reverse curses that return a planned evil onto the head of its originator, and order evil against a sorcerer or other evildoer whose identity has not yet been determined. For example, Yasna 65.8 specifically asks that the evils be returned to those who were its sources:

YASNA 65.8

The thief, the violator, the robber,

the striker of the Orderly,

the one possessed by sorcerers,

the one who throws a corpse [where he should not],

the covetous [?], the ungenerous,

the one who does not sustain Order, who darkens Order,

the man who is a false teacher possessed by the Lie—

By [this] invigorant let the hostilities go back against him!

By [this] invigorant let the dangers [go back against him] who made them!

Let the dangers go [against him] who made them!

Aside from protecting people against sorcery, rituals were performed for the purpose of renewing and refreshing the cosmic situation and for strengthening good. These rituals were said to be humaya, that is, containing “creative magic,”28 that used the most venerated old spells, such as those from the Gāthās and rituals such as the haoma sacrifice. Haoma, or soma in Vedic ritual, was a plant that was crushed and made into an infusion to be offered to the gods and later drunk by the priests and participants in the sacrifice.29 There has been much speculation concerning the identity of this plant, which is unknown today. Judging by the evidence, particularly the Vedic evidence, it is likely that this plant was some sort of stimulant. This sacrifice served not only to invigorate the gods, but also to disperse the demons, who seemed to be sensitive to the ringing sound produced by the pounding of the mortar used for crushing the haoma.30 The Vispered extols the “creative magic” of the sacrifice:

VISPERED 12.2–5

We select the ties [?] of good creative magic of the Ahuna vairiya,

proclaimed in Orderly fashion [before

and now again] being proclaimed

and of the mortar and pestle pounding the haoma,

[the mortar and pestle] moved forth in Orderly fashion [before

and now again] being moved forth,—

and of the words correctly spoken

and the famous words of those like Zarathustra

and of the well-performed deeds,

and of the barsom spread out in Orderly fashion

and of the haoma pressed in Orderly fashion

and of the Texts of Sacrifice and Praise [the Gāthās?]

and of the daēnā of the Mazdayasnians31

and of the [thoughts] to be thought, the [words] to be spoken,

and the [deeds] to be performed.

For in that way they shall have greater creative magic for us.

We accept these creations as having good creative magic.

We select them as having good creative magic.

We think of them as having good creative magic,

which Ahura Mazdā, sustainer of Order, established,

made prosper [?] by Good Thought, and made grow by Order,

which are the greatest, best, and most beautiful of all things that are.

For in that way they have even greater creative magic for us,

and we shall be more worthy of being invoked

by the Creations of the Life-giving Spirit

when we shall point them out as having creative magic and worthy of being invoked.

May you have good creative magic for us,

O stone mortar, O metal pestle,

when you are turned around, when you are moved forth,

in the house, in the town, in the tribe, and in the land,

in this house, in this town, in this tribe, in this land,

and for us Mazdayasnians when we sacrifice

with firewood, incense, and pleasing of the ritual models.

For in that way they shall be of even greater creative magic for us.

The rituals of the Avesta were thus used both for the direct intervention against evil and as an intrinsic part of the sacrifice performed in order to further the prosperity of the good world, which depended on it. The authors of the Avesta were convinced that sorcerers and other demon worshippers were conducting sacrifices using evil magic for fortifying the Evil Spirit. They considered this most offensive because demon worshippers were using rituals and words just like the worshippers of the gods, but their result was evil. This sort of thinking was very much akin to what we find in the Gāthās, where competing poets use the same techniques, but according to the Gathic poets, their competitors did so for the sake of evil.

The Avestan sacrificer thought that, by his use of “creative magic,” he waged an ongoing war with the people who practiced evil magic, but that his own rituals were superior to the evil magic in that their motive was good and pure. Being powerful in magic was a dangerous situation, for only qualified individuals could perform good magic without great risks. For this reason too, we will see that priests in the Avesta were sometimes themselves suspected of performing sorcery. There was, according to the Avesta, a temptation to use magic for evil purposes, or simply because of greed, as we shall see when we review the Avestan categories of evildoers.
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