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FOREWORD 

This volume is a collection of lectures delivered on 1he occasion of the 

commemoration of James DARMESTETER ( 1849-1894). a grca1 French specialist 

or old Iranian religion and hisiory . 

This commcmoraiion was the hrain-child or Dr. Olivier Guillaume, 

Dirccior of the Centre for Human Sciences (Cuhural Seciion of 1he French Embassy. 

New Delhi), and Eric Phalippou, Research Worker at the same Centre. Since 

Darmestcter, during his travels in India. stayed in Bomb;iy for several monlhs, 

working wilh Zoro<1strian scholars. ii appeared advisable lo organize the occasion in 

1his city and in Punc. It took place on December 16-22, 1994 with the support of 

several French and Indian institutions: Institut Frani;ais de Recherches en Iran. the 

Asia1ic Society of Bombay, Gatha Study Group. Pune. Alliance Frani;aise de 

Bombay and Alliance Frani;aise de Pune. 

The texts of the lectures arc here presented to the readers as a token of 

admiration and gratitude to a great scholar whose name is rememhcred to this day 

both in France and in India. 

Gilbert LAZARD 
membre de 

l'lnstitut de France 

D.R. SARDESAI 
Presidenl. 

The Asialic Society of Bombay 
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5 

JAMES DARMESTETER, HIS LIFE AND WORKS 

GILBERT LAZARD 

When James Darmcstctcr died on October 19, 1894, nearly a century 

ago, the well-known specialist of Pahlavi literature E. W. West who had been his 

friend wrote: "I am convinced that it would be difficult to find a sounder scholar, a 

more brilliant writer, and a more estimable man all united in the same individual." I 

think that anybody conversant with Darmesteter's writings will agree with this 

judgment. When reading either his scholarly works on Iranian languages, religion 

and culture or his not unconsiderab\e writings on other subjects, one cannot help 

feeling both admiration for his scientific achievements and his qualities as a human 

being. He was a wonderful person who was endowed with an exceptional mind and 

who had an astonishingly large field of interest; at the same time he was basically a 

man of good will. His life was short: he died at the age of 45. However, during the 

short time which fate allowed him to live he accomplished an extraordinary amount 

of work in Iranology and in other fields as well. 

He was born in 1849 in Chateau-Salins, a small city in the East of 

France, into a Jewish ramily. His father's ancestors had come to France from the 

German city of Damstadl, and this is why, when, at the Lime of the French 

revolution, the Jews had to Lake up a family name, they chose the name of 

Dannstadter, which happened to he wrillen Darmesteter. His mother was descended 

from a line of rabbis who had been active in Prague. James's father was a modest 

bookbinder who was eager to provide his two sons with the best possible education. 

II is for this reason that he came Lo Paris where, in spite of financial difficulties and 

at the cost of many sacrifices, he was able Lo achieve his goal. James was first 

educated in a Jewish school where he became acquainted withe Hebrew and Talmud. 

Being naturally attracted Lo great ideas, he conceived a dislike for the punctilious 

prescriptions and narrow-minded interpretations of the Tora by traditional doctors, 

but he remained interested in the Bible and the history of the Jews. It may be 

thought that his Talmudic studies had a part in his later philological abilities. He 

then went to a Parisian lycee (a grammar school), where he studied classics, science 

and modern languages. He was a brilliant pupil and, in 1867, at the end of his 

secondary studies, he won the prix d'lwn11e1ir (honour award) given to the best 

student in Latin oratory in all lycies . 

At the time he was eighteen and he did not know what career he would 

take up. Philosophy, natural science and literature tempted him. He got a licence es 
lettres (more or less equivalent to the British B.A.), studied law, wrote a novel and a 
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drama which he la1er judged of poor qualily and also lricd his hand al poe1ry. Life 

was diflicult. His fo1her had died in 1868. James had lo give lessons in order 10 earn 

a living. This is how he spcnl lhc lragic years of the Franco-German war of 1870 

and the 1871 insurrection in Paris. 

He eventually lcl himself he guided by his cider brother Arscne who 

was also his bes( friend and who, following his rabbinic studies, had chosen to be a 

specialisl of Romance philology. He loo was a brillianl mind and he became a well 

known scholar in his own field. To lhis day the French dictionary he compiled is 

referred to. Having been appointed to leach in lhe Ecole des Hautes Eludes, an 

ins1i1u1e founded for advanced studies which were not taught in the universities, he 

attracted James 10 lhc Ecole and introduced him to linguistics and Sanskril 

professors, who engaged him in oriental studies. Since the death of Eugene Burnouf 

who had esiablished the basis of the scientific sludy of lhe Avesla, there had been no 

spccial!sl of lhe history, religion and literature of ancient lrnn in France. James 

Darmesteter was 10 become his worthy successor. 

Iranology is a particularly difficuh field, for ii requires- very diverse 

kinds of knowledge. The origins of languages, religion and old litera1ure of Iran are 

closely connec1ed 10 1he Indian culture, so that a scholar who applies himself to 

these subjecls must he conversanl wilh the Sanskril language and literature. 

Moreover, al different limes in the course of its history, Iran came inlo close i;onlact 

with the Semitic world and was deeply innuenced by it. The Achaemenian enipire is 

in many respects, heir to the Assyrian and Babylonian empires. Aramean scribes 

were an indispensable part of the Achaemcnian administration and left powerful 

!races of their role in the Pahlavi language and script with its Semitic component. 

Later, with the Arab conquest and Islamisation, Iran was submitted to the strong 

influence of the Arabic and Islamic culture. Persian absorbed an immense amount of 

Arabic words and Persian culture developed in symbiosis with the Arabic one. 

Contacts with Greece, which culminated in Alexander's conquest and the suhsequent 

ecnturi~s of Greek influence, must also be taken into account. To be a compcten't 

scholar in the whole field of Iranian civilisation and to he <!hie to use and criticize all 

the necessary sources of information has become an impossible task in our century. 

with the discovery of so much new information. A hundred years ago it was not 

exactly so, though it was still a formidable Lask. 

In 1872 James Darrnestctcr began his studies al the Ecole des Hautes 

Eludes. Two years later his professors decided they had no1hing more to teach him. 

In 1874 he became a member of 1he Socictc Asiatiquc (Asiatic Society of Paris) and, 

in 1875, he published his first book on Iranology, a monograph entitled Ha11n•atiit et 

Ameretcit, which. was a systematic study of these two entities of the Zoroastrian 
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religion. Haurvatal and Amcre1a1 arc the last 1wu (never separated) of the seven 

amrJ.,·lza spr711ras whkh arc the highest deities in Mazdaism. Relying on the Parsi 

1radi1iun, which was passed on hy the Pahlavi translation of the Avesta, and on the 

San~kril translation of the Pahlavi lranslntion, he first dcscrihed the material 

a11rihu1es of lhe~e deities, connecting them with water and plants respectively. He 

then pointed tu their ahs1rac1 values. which, according to the etymological meaning 

of their names. arc health and immortality. and invcs1iga1cd the relation hc1ween 

their material a11rihu1cs and their ahs1rac1 values. In the concluding chap1er he related 

them 10 old Indo-Iranian myths. I am 1101 in a position lo pass judgment on these 

theses. My colleague Philippe Gignoux. who in this mailer is more competent than 

I am. will enlighten you on this point. I only want lo emphasize 1he author's 

striking firmness or style and 1hough1. This early work already shows a remarkable 

hreadth or information. accunicy in the interpretation of texts and boldness in the 

building of theories. The hook won him the title of e/i'1•e dipltmu! de l'Ecole des 

Hmues Ewdes (graduate student) and a pri1.e given hy the Academic des Inscriptions 

et Belles-Lcures. 

Two years later. in 1877, he published another and larger hook, 

Ornw:d er Alzriman, which was his doctorate dissertation. The book, devoted to the 

great god of Mazdaism and his irreconcilable enemy, the principle of evil, was in a 

sense a continuation of the preceding one. II was inspired hy the same concepts. In 

the introductory chapter the author defines the comparative methodology very 

effectively: "It is the methodology that is used in the history of languages; it must 

also he used in the history of religion. Just as the comparison of the different fonns 

of a word alone enables us to classify them in order to distinguish old from new 

forms, to find out in what order they succeeded one another and finally to recognize 

or restore the primitive form or fonns from which they were uerived, the comparison 

of the different attrihules of a god is the only way to classify them, in order to 

distinguish the old auributes from the new. lo find out in what order they succeeded 

one another and finally to recognize or restore the primitive allribute or allributes 

from which they were derivcd". 1 According to the methodology, "when investigating 

a Mazdean deity or conception. one must ask whether the deity or conception was 

already Inda-Iranian or purely Iranian. In the first case, Vcdism which remained much 

closer to the religion of unity than Mazdaism. often, either directly or inductively, 

leads to the Inda-Iranian fonn which gives the possibility of reconstructing the path 

followed hy the Mazdean fonn. In the second case, the question is more limited and, 

knowing the environment in which the new fact emerged. ii becomes possible to 

define the relevant factors and how they took cffect''.2 
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According lo Dannesteter's theory. there is no gap in the evolution 

from the Indo-lranian religion to Mazdaism. Ormazd is inherited from the former, 

while Ahriman developed at a later stage: "Iran took its demons seriously: dualism, 

covert during the preceding period. became overt and very present. Evil hccamc an 

independent and sovereign power in an open war with Good".3 Ormazd, according to 

this view, was originally the personification of the sky and Inda-Iranian myths, 

which were reinterpreted in later times, originally referred to meteorological 

phenomena. Such a naturalistic conception or the Indo-Iranian (and lndo-Europcan) 

religion, much favoured in the XIXth century. is no longer accepted. Nevertheless 

Dannesteter's theory is impressive. and perhaps the rereading of some of his analyses 

would be useful. Still, in the eyes of his contemporaries, he had proved his worth. 

He was appointed to teach at the Ecole des Hautes Etl,ldcs and the well known 

oricntalist Max Muller asked him to provide a translation of the Avesta for the 

"Sacred Books of the East" series. 

While preparing the translation he also puhlishcd articles on different 

subjects, in particular in the Memoires de la Societe de Li11}111istiq11e de l'ariJ. While 

some are studies of Inda-European or Inda-Iranian comparative linguistics. others 

concern the etymology or meaning of Iranian words found in the Avesta or 

elsewhere. Among purely philological papers it is worth mentioning those where he 

elucidates some difficult readings in Pahlavi. The Pahlavi script is no douht one of 

the most intricate scripts in the world. a real puale that deserves to he considered an 

Ahrimanian creation. Specialists still discuss the reading of some Pahlavi words to 

this day. Darmestetcr's contrihution to Pahlavi studies is. extremely valuahlc. As an 

example of his philological acumen I would like to mention his paper on a passage 

of the Avesta where his predecessors had read something ahout a certain dog called 

Madhaka which docs not exist in the rest of the Mazdcan literature. Darmestctcr, 

with remarkable ingenuity, comhined the almost illegible Pahlavi translation of the 

passage, the Sanskrit translation and references to Modem Persian. and demonstrated 

that the passage had been misunderstood: he dismissed the imaginary Madhaka dog 

and instead recognized the insects and locusts which were genuinely present in the 

text. 

Another paper dealing with the legend or Alexander i1mong the 

Mazdeans showed how the character was received among them from two different and 

contradictory traditions, Alexander being a national Iranian hero according to one and 

a creature of the Devil according to the other. and how some versions of the legend 

still reflect this duality. Of equal interest and typical of Danncsteter's synthetizing 

mind is his article on the supreme god of the lndo-European religion, which is a very 

wide picture of how, among the different Indo-Europcan peoples. the original 
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supreme god (Varuna, Zeus, Jupiter, etc.) was superseded by another, a domestic one 

among Indians (Indra). Germans (Wotan) and Balls. but a foreign one (Jesus) in 

Greek. Latin and Slavic rnuntries. Only Iranians kept the original lndo-European 

great god whom they named Ahura Mazda. 

The first volume of Darmestcter's English translation of the Avesta, 

the \lendidad, came out in 1880. This great and difficult work was universally 

praised. even by those who did not agree with his theory ahout the time of 

emergence of the Avesta. Every competent scholar admired the unprecedented quality 

of the translation, which united faithfulness to the text with skillful recourse to both 

tradition and etymology and exceptional insight into the intricacies of the religious 

doctrine. 

At the same time as he worked with untiring will at scrutinizing the 

holy scripture of Ma7.daism, his inquiring mind remained open to other interests as 

well. His Coup d'oei/ s11r /'hi.noire du pe11ple ju if (A glance at the history of the 

Jewish people), an ambitious survey from its origins to modern times, is full of 

striking remarks and felicitous formulae of astonishing outspokenness. For example, 

when speaking of Christianity he writes: "it did the world much good and much 

harm. Much good because it raised the moral level of mankind; much harm because 

it stopped its intellectual progress by reviving the mythical mentality and. for 

centuries, restricted the metaphysical ideal of Europe to the dreams of Alexandrian 

philosophers. the last combinations of doting Hellenism".4 He mentions Islam as a 

religion "whose dogma is the Jewish dogma which has fallen into a narrower 

intcllect".5 He secs the contribution of Judaism to civili7.ation in "its two main 

dogmas since the emergence of the Prophets: divine Unity and Messianism, i.e. 

unity of law in the world and earthly victory of justice in mankind".6 Jn his eyes.the 

two dogmas arc identical to the ideas of unity of forces in the field of science and the 

belief in progress in social life, two ideas which, he says, presently guide mankind 

in its progression. 

In 1883 several of James Darrnestetcr's major works were published. 

One of them was the second pan of this contribution to the Sacred Books of the 

East. an English translation of the Yashts. He also published a long paper on some 

passages of his translation of the \le11didad in answer to an unfavourable review by 

C. de Harlcz, another translator of the Avesta. He criticizes Harlcz's interpretations 

with pungent irony. Herc is an example of this style: "I would hate to lead my reader 

in the intricacies of a review which lacks a very trivial condition. I mean the first 

condition of any critical review, accessible to anyhody, should be accuracy. Accuracy 

in the facts one critici7.cs, accuracy in the facts one advances, - to say nothing of 

higher scicntilic qualities, insight and shrewdness, which not everybody can have".7 
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In the same year, Darmesteter puhlished his hookEssais orie11tai1X 

(Oriental Essays), where he collected different articles some of which had been 

previously printed in journals. He also published the two volumes of his Etudes 

ira11ie1111es (Iranian Studies). The second was a large collection of varied studies, all 

in connection with his work on old Iranian literature. Some arc detailed critical 

reviews of books by his fellow scholars: Spiegel. Justi, Geidner, Haug, Geiger, 

West, Noldeke, etc. (all arc still well known by specialists of lranology ). Other 

papers concern Iranian lexicography or mythology. This 380-page volume also 

contains the texts of Pahlavi and New Persian as well as Sanskrit translations of 

some parts of the Avesta. 

The first volume of Etrules irw1ie1111es is a valuable detailed survey of 

the history of the Persian language from Old to New Persian. The latter had been 

studied and taught in France for two hundred years. A complete edition and 

translation of Firdausi's Shalrnanrelr had been recently published by Jules Mohl. As 

for Old Persian, Achaemenian inscriptions had been deciphered in the XIXth century 

by the joint effort of British, German and French scholars, and consequently 

knowledge of the Akkadian language had been reached, thereby opening up the 

immense field of Assyriology. The French Assyriologist Jules Opper! had pointed to 

the relation between Old and New Persian, indicating that the former was the 

ancestor of the latter. Still this intuition remained to be elaborated on. Darmesteter 

undertook the task. He established the historical phonology and grammar of the 

Persian language and simultaneously laid down the foundations for an Iranian 

dialectology. He demonstrated that Persian and the Avestan language (which at that 

time was usually called Zend) were in fact two different dialects of the Iranian family. 

"Zend and Persian are independent branches. Zend is not derived from Persian nor 

Persian from Zend, and neither of them is a stage in the development of the other".8 

He surveyed a number of significant phonological.morphological and lexical 

differences. For example, he referred to the word meaning "dog", which was *.wka- in 

Old Persian (New Persian sag), spaka in Median, according to Herodotus, and spa11-

in Avestan (an old lndo-European word, the same as canis in Latin). The 

correspondence of the Persian s with the non-Persian sp has remained an important 

criterion in Iranian dialectology. Having thus characterized the Persian dialect, 

Darmesteter described the evolution of its whole phonology and morphology from 

the old times to the present day language. 

Another valuable discovery concerns Pahlavi. Reading Pahlavi is 

difficult because of its peculiarities: ambiguity of many lcllcrs, and also a puzzling 

use or a large number of Semitic words in this Iranian language. Languages with a 

mixed vocabulary arc not rare. English is a good example with its many words 
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borrowed from bolh Latin and French . and also New Persian which is full of Arabic 

words. However Pahlavi is of a diffcrcnl nalurc. In English or New Persian the 

loanwords arc parl of the lexical stock. The grammar remains unlouched. 

Grammalical morphemes arc of Germanic origin in English and of Iranian origin in 

Persian. Moreover the most common words usually belong lo the nalivc stock. In 

Pahlavi, on the olhcr hand, such morphemes as personal and demonstrative 

pronouns, conjunctions, etc .. and such common words as "to do", "to sit", "fother", 

"brother", etc., arc Scmilic (in facl. of Aramaic origin) while rare words arc Iranian. 

As Darmcstcter wrote, "it is unlikely 1ha1 such a language was ever spoken by 

anybody. A Prcnchificd Brilisher may say "I amour lhee"; he would never say: "le 

love toi". That 1his language may have been al any time the language of the people 

is even more impossible;' .9 Therefore lhe mixture of Semilic wi1h Iranian must be 

purely graphic. The words that were written in Aramaic were nol pronounced in 

Aramaic, but rather in Persian (Middle Persian). Written Pahlavi, lo put it in 

Darmcstctcr's terms, is "an artificial languagc".10 The use of Aramaic words and 

forms, traditionally called 11zwarish11, was only a manner of coding Iranian words in 

writing.' Un fortunately. as ccnlUries passed, lhe real nature of 11zwarisl111 was more or 

less forgotten. Even Parsi dasturs were sometimes led astray in reading Pahlavi. 

Parsism and lhe culture of Sassanian Iran owe James Darmes1c1er the service of 

restoring the real shape of their language. His demonslration was corroborated after· 

his death hy the discovery of Middle Persian texts devoid of the Semitic clements 

that pervade Pahlavi texts. 

The publication of Erm/es irmrie1111es was greeted as n mnjor work in ils 

field. Geidner said that the hook was epoch111ache11d (epoch-making). Darmesteter's 

mastery was acknowledged hy his election in 1885 as a professor at the College de 

France, the highest teaching and research institution in the country. Barbier de 

Meynard who was the professor of New Persian had his chair transferred to Arabic in 

order that a chair of "Languages and literatures of Persia" be established for his 

fonner pupil. The new professor's fonnal inaugural lecture, Coup d'oeil s11r l'histoire 
de la Perse (A glance at the history of Persia), delivered on April 16thl885, is an 

encompassing survey of the history of Iran and its cuhure over more than 2000 years 

up to his own time. Speaking of the latest times, he interestingly turned his 

attention lo the emergence of Bahism in which he saw a factor of regeneration for 

Persia. 

Another of his articles bears wilness to his interest in current events. 

At the time, a religious and political leader had appeared in Sudan and achieved 

considerable success. Claiming to be the Mahdi announced by religious traditions, he 

had gathered many followers and won many military battles. Darmesteter seized this 
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opportunity to present a theory and history of the notion of Mahdi, that is the 

promised saviour, throughout the centuries. As was his custom he drew a broad 

historical picture where he placed the different characters who contributed to the 

emergence of that notion or had themselves claimed to be the promised Mahdi, in 

Persia, Africa, Turkey, Egypt, right down to the present Sudanese Mahdi. The paper 

unites sound knowledge with a Vollairian style. When speaking of the Omayyad 

khalifs, he writes they were "frightful unbelievers who did not hide when drinking 

wine, inslead of drinking secretly as pious Muslims should".11 At the same time he 

feels some empathy with the people who believe in the Mahdi. He recognizes in 

them the same spirit lhal animated those who took part in the French revolution, 

that is a passionate longing for justice. "The revolutionary idea among us and the 

messianic idea among Muslims arc rooted in the same instinct, the same aspiration 

[ ... ), on both sides exisls the same impulse towards ideal, with bloody falls inlo 

cupidity and hatred".12 

After many years of studying, interpreting and translating the Avesta, 

Dannesteter felt the necessily Lo get directly acquainted with the religious practices of 

the Zoroastrians. The Avesta that has been preserved down to our time is only a 

small part of the Holy Scripture that existed in Sassanian Iran at a time when 

Zoroastrianism was the official religion. What has been preserved is the part which 

was conncct!!(i with practical worship. For this reason a full understanding of the text 

is made possible only by knowing the worship ceremonies as accurately as possible, 

a fact which implies a visit to the places where worship is practiced. Dannesteter had 

to follow in the footsteps of Anquetil-Duperron who, in the eighteenth century, had 

gone to India in order to bring back the teachings of Zoroaster. He was sent on a 

mission by the French government and set out for Bombay. 

His travel to India was a great success. He visited the Parsi 

communities in Bombay and Nausari, and became acquainted with learned dasturs. 

"In Bombay", he wrote, "I found more and less than I was looking for. I was not 

admitted to the sacrifice because I was not a Bell-din, although I had the honour of 

being considered a dastur in partibus. Nowhere did I find a systematic corpus of a 

doctrine on the liturgy and the organization of the cult, but I found valuable 

infonnation on both in my conversations with the dasturs. By looking around and 

visiting the main Parsi centres, especially in Nausari, the priestly city, I had a 

feeling of past and present realities that lifeless texts cannot give" .13 He became 

acquainted with Tahmuras Anklesaria, a printer who had an excellent knowledge of 

Pahlavi texts and brought him unknown Pahlavi books. "The too short hours I spent 

with Tahmuras in the printing-house of Fort-Bazar, in December 1886 and January 
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1887, reading old manuscripts whose names were not even heard of in Europe,[ ... ] 

taught me more than months of personal study" .14 

Before leaving India he delivered a lecture on Mazdaism for a Parsi 

audience. He was warmly greeted by the audience and his lecture was published in the 

Bombay Gazette in February 1887. In the lecture he eitalted the moral value of the 

Zoroastrian faith and he advocated the publication of as many of the Pahlavi teitts as 

possible and suggested the establishment of a fund for this goal. The suggestion was 

met with interest by rich Parsis and was soon put into operation. 

During his stay in India he had not only worked with Parsi dasturs, but 

he had also travelled to the North-West, near the Afghan frontier (present day 

Pakistan). Being fond of folklore and the Pashto language, he collected valuable 

pieces of Afghan folklore in Peshawar and Abbottabad (in Lhe vicinity of present day 

Islamabad), working with Muslim munshis who helped him lo write down a large 

number of songs in Pashto. He also used a manuscript collection which had been 

previously prepared for a British civil officer. 

When he came back to France, he published an interesting series of 

papers on India (lettres s11r l'lnde, 1888), that bear witness to his vivid interest for 

current events and societies. He set about achieving the task of a complete 

translation of the Avesta enriched by all the information he had collected and 

preparing his Pashto teitts for publication. About that time, two major events 

brought about changes in his private life. He lost his beloved brother. Both he and 

his brother had a heart condition. Arsene died in 1888 at the age of forty-two. 

The other event concerned his marriage. James Dannesteter had always 

been fond of English literature. In 1883 he had published a series of Essais de 

lit1erature anglaise (Essays on English literature), which included an essay on 

Shakespeare with a suggestive analysis of Macbeth and a comparative study of the 

Shakespearian drama and its historical sources. He also introduced the poet Robert 

Browning to the French public. When he was in Peshawar, he happened to read and 

enjoy a book of poetry by a young British poetess, Miss Mary Robinson, which he 

later translated (it was published in 1888). Eventually he met her, they fell in Jove 

and married. Mary Robinson-Dannesteter was a writer in English and French. Their 

marriage lasted only a few years because of the premature death of James, but, 

according to witnesses, it was a very happy one. 

Chants populaires des Afghans (Afghan Popular Songs), published in 

1890 in two volumes is one of Darmesteter's major works. In both the original 

language (Arabic script) and in the French translation, it contains a large collection 

of popular verses of different kinds, epical-historical, religious, romantic, lyrical, 

satirical, etc., all abundantly commented on and explained. It reveals the exceptional 
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wealth of the oral poetry, typical of the spirit of th<! Afghan people. As Darmestcter 

wrote in his introduction, "In spite of the weaknesses and the clichcs which arc found 

in all literature - for any literature, even and most of all folklore, implies school 

traditions and routine practices, - and in spite of the limited circle of its ideas and 

interests and the low level of its ideal, the poetry has a large redeeming quality 

stemming from its passion and ahovc all its simplicity and direct and spontaneous 

expression. It is a supreme gift which is lost in our intellectual dccadcnce".15 

The long introduction (218 pages) is as important as the text, for it not 

only gives a survey of the origins. history and literature of the Afghan people, hut it 

establishes firstly and lastly the position of Pashto among lndo-Iranian languages. 

There had heen controversies about this question. Pashto had been claimed to be an 

Indian language or an in-between dialect, neither Indian nor Iranian. Darmestetcr 

proves beyond any doubt that it belongs to the Iranian branch and that Indian words 

that are found in it are loanwords. He also demonstrated that, inside the Iranian 

family, it is a non-Persian dialect. For instance, the Pashto word for "dog" (spai), 

has sp like in Median (spaka) and in Avcstan (span-), and nots like in Persian (sag). 

There arc other criteria which point to the same conclusion. Having carefully 

examined all of them, Darmesteter concluded that "Pashto is a descendant of the 

Avcstan language or another very similar dialect".16 We now know that the 

situation is more complicated, for many other Middle and New Iranian languages 

have been discovered and studied. We know that Pashto is one of the many East 

Iranian languages, while the old Avestan language remains difficult to classify. 

However, given what was known a hundred years ago, Darmesteter's conclusion was 

basically correct and an imponant step forward. 

The first two volumes of the book entitled Le Zend-Avesta came out in 

1892. They offered a complete French translation of the main bulk of the text. They 

were followed a year later, in 1893, by a third one, containing a translation of the 

Avestan fragments found in Pahlavi texts, and a detailed study on the origins of the 

Zoroastrian literature and the composition of the Avesta. 

The holy scripture of Mazdaism had been known to Europe for more 

than a century. Anquetil-Duperron, the intrepid explorer, back from India in 1762, 

had brought 180 manuscripts to Paris and deposited them at the Bibliotheque 

nationale (National Library), and had published a translation of the Avesta in 1771. 

But the scientific study of the text and its correct interpretation began only sixty 

years later with Eugene Burnours Commentaire sur le Yasna (Commentary on the 

Yasna), published in 1833. After Burnouf Avestic studies were taken up by German 

scholars. For some twenty-five years there were strong disagreements between 

followers of two different schools. Some scholars, in the steps of Spiegel, relied on 
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1he 1radition transmille<l by Pahlavi commentaries. Others were adepts or 

comparative linguistics and interpreted Avestan words and notions by recourse to 

Vedic Sanskrit and etymology. In 1883 Darmesteter had already showed that these 

two approaches were more complementary lhan connicting. "Vedas and traditions", 

he wrote, "cannot lead to con1radic1ory results if one examines them according to 

their respective relevance. The Vedas must be looked al for the oldest past of Avestan 

ideas, the tradition for their present [ ... ) When first examined, the Vedas do not 

provide any useful evidence, because there is no proof that the words and gods 

present in both books kept the same meaning on both sides. The Vedas, more often 

than not, cannot be used for discovering A vestan facts. On the other hand, they can 

he used for explaining them after they have been established by the tradition. The 

first method discloses the Iranian ideas, the second one makes them understood" . 17 

This is the palh Darmesteter followed in his translation, using, in addition to the 

wriucn tradition, the knowledge he had acquired from the Parsis in Bombay. 

As for the question of the time and circumstances of the composition 

of the Avesta, he developed an original theory. He thought it was written at a late 

date, around the beginning of the Christian era. In his opinion, the Gathas (i.e. the 

highly respected poems usually ascribed to Zoroaster himself and considered to be the 

oldest part of the book) were innucnccd by Nco-Platonician ideas and, consequently, 

must have been composed only in the first centuries A.O. On this point he has not 

been followed by his successors. It is believed today that they are indeed considerably 

older than the rest of the Avesta and that, contrary to Darmesleter's view, the 

tradition cannot be of any use in their interpretation because their meaning was lost 

very early. This divergence does nol render his translation useless. As he said 

himself, "A mistaken view, determinedly adopted and clearly expressed, may be more 

profitable than being loo cautious." I 8Furthermore, for the non-Gathic part of the 

Avesta, his translation is still needed. It was reprinted in I 960. Emile Benveniste, 

another great master of lranology, in the preface he provided for the reprint, pointed 

out that, in his translation, Darmesteler often displays more shrewdness than his 

successors and that he had an insight into solutions that were borne out by later 

research. 

In the last years of his life James Darmesteter was more active and 

prolific than ever. He not only produced his masterwork on the Avesta, which was 

greeted as a model of elegant erudition and won him the highest prize bestowed by 

the Institut de France, but he also prepared a number of other publications on 

different subjects. In "La lellre de Tansar au roi de Tabaristan" (Tansar's letter to the 

king of Tabaristan) which was published in the Journal asiatique, he drew al!cntion 

to a document important for the early history of Sassanian Iran, although il is 
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transmitted by a late New Persian writer. Another paper presented to the Socicte 

Asiatique in 1894 concerned Parthians in Jerusalem. As the secretary of that society 

he also had lo write u detailed report on the activity of French orientalisls each year. 

Moreover he was one of the founders of a new fortnightly literary and social journal, 

La revue de Paris, whose publication began in 1894. In the second issue of the 

journal he wrote a long article on the political situation in France, in which he 

expressed his faith in concord and progress. Such an activity was probably too much 

for his physical strength. His heart failed after a short illness in October of the same 

year. 

This lecture is finished. I am afraid I have not been able to do full 

justice to Damesteter's works and personality. I have said nothing of some aspects of 

his activities, for instance his literary works which include philosophical poems in 

prose, or his interest in art. My survey has mainly dealt with his work as an 

Iranologist. Shortly after his death the results he achieved in the field were integrated 

into the large reference books prepared by German scholars, such as Bartholomae's 

dictionary of Old Iranian and the Gnmdriss der ira11ische11 Philologie, a fact which led 

to his name rarely being quoted. But it has not been forgotten. Our Institut d'Etudes 

iraniennes (Institute of Iranology) in Paris was fortunate enough to inherit his 

personal library and, as a tribute to his memory, the library of the institute bears the 

name of "Bibliothcque James Dannesteter" (James Dannestetcr Library). Moreover a 

society has been recently founded under the name of "Association James 

Dannestcter" (James Darmesteter Society). Its aim is to preserve his gravestone, to 

perpetuate his memory and to let younger generations remember this great scholar, 

brilliant writer and most estimable man. 

NOTES 

I. Omwzd et Ahriman , p.3: "C'cst ecllc q4e l'on suit pour Faire l'histoirc des langues, 
c'cst cclle qu'il faut suivrc pour faire l'histoire de religions. Comme la comparaison 
des divcrscs formcs d'un mot pcrmct sculc de !cs classer, c'cst-a-dirc de distingucr 
lcs formcs ancienncs des formcs rccentcs, de trouvcr l'ordre de !cur succession, afin 
de reconnailrc ou de rcstituer la formc ou lcs formes primiti\•cs don! cllcs dcrivcnt: 
de mcme la comparaison des divers attributs d'un dicu pcrmct scule de lcs classer, de 
distingucr !es attributs anciens des auributs reccnts, de trouver l'ordrc de !cur 
succession. afin de rcconnaitre ou de rcstituer l'attribut ou Jes attributs primitifs 
dont ils dcrivent" 

2 Op. cit .. p.4-5: "Toutes lcs fois done que l'on ctudic une divinite ou unc conception 
rnazdcenne, !'on doit sc demander si cctte divinitc on ccttc conception ctait deja 
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indo-iranienne ou si elle est puremcnt iranicnnc. Dans le premier cas, le Vcdismc 
qui est rcstc inrinimcnt plus pres quc le Mazdcisme de la religion de l'unitc, donnc 
souvent, soit dircctcmcnt, soil a !'induction, la formc indo-iranicnnc, cc 11ui 
pcrmet de rctrouvcr les ctapes parcuurues par la formc mazdccnne: dans le second 
cas, le ccrcle de la question se trouve limite, et connaissant le milieu oil le fail 
nouveau s'cst produit, ii devicnt possible de determiner Jes clements qui ont agi, et 
le mode de formation" . 

3 Op. cir .• p.88: "L'lran prit scs demons au scrieux: le dualismc inconscicnt de la 
pcriode prcccdente prit conscience ct consistancc; le Mal dcvint unc puissance 
indepcndantc ct souvcrainc en gucrrc dcclarcc avec le Bien" . 

4. Coup d'oei/ sur /'lzisroire du peup/e juif. p.10: " ... une religion mixte [ ... ).qui 
conquit le monde. auqucl clle fit bcaucoup de bien ct bcaucoup de mal, bcaucoup de 
bicn parcc qu'clle rclcvait le niveau moral de l'humanitc, beaucoup de mal parcc 
qu'clle arrctait sa croissancc intellectucllc, en rajcunissant l'csprit mythi11ue et en 
lixant pour des sicclcs l'itlfal mctaphysiquc de !'Europe aux rcvcs de la decadence 
ale;ii;andrinc ct aux dcrniercs combinaisons de l'hellcnisme tombe en cnfance" . 

5. Op. cit., p.13: " ... l'lslam, dont le dogme est le dogmejuif. tomtx! dans une 
intelligence plus clroite". 

6. Op cit., p.20: " ... Jes dcux grands dogmes qui depuis Jes prophctes font le Juda"isme 
tout cnticr: Unite divine ct Mcssianismc, c'cst-11-dirc unite de Joi dans le mondc ct 
triomphc tcrrestre de la justice dans l'humanitc!". 

7. "Observations sur le Vendidatl", Journal Asiatique, 1!183, p.51: "II me pese de 
promcncr plus longtcmps le lecteur tlans le dedalc de cctte critique, 11 laquclle 
manque une condition bien modeste, et qui est I! la ponce de tous, jc veu;ii; dire 
l'exactitude: exactitude dans lcs fails que l'on impute, c;ii;actitudc dans lcs faits quc 
J'on oppose: - je nc parle pas des qualites scientifiques plus hautes, de 
penetration ct de sagacite, que n'a pas qui vcut" . 

8. E111des ira11iennes, I, p.9: "Le zcnd ct le pcrsc sont dcult rnmeaux indcpcndants l'un 
de l'autre, c'cst-11-dirc que ni le zend nc derive du pcrsc. ni le pcrsc du 7.cnd ct 
qu'aucun des dcux n'cst un moment du dcveloppement de l'autre". 

9. Op. cit., p.29: "II scrait dcj~ bicn etrange qu'unc tellc languc ait jamais etc parlce: 
un Anglais frenclzified pourra dire: I amour thee: ii n'a jamais pu dire: le love toi. 
Que cette langue ait pu Clrc II un moment la langue du pcuplc, encore moins". 

I 0. Ibid. 

I I. Le Mahdi, p.17: "Ccs khalifcs de Damas etaicnt d'affreux mecrcants, qui buvaicnt 
le vin sans sc cacher, au lieu de le boirc en sc cachant. comme c'est le devoir d'un 
picux musulman". 

12. Op. cit., p.93: "L'idcc rcvolutionnairc chez nous, l'idcc messianique chcz les 
musulmans. c'cst le mcme instinct. la mcmc aspiration [ ... ]. Des dcux pans le 
mcmc clan vers l'idfal, avec des chutes sanglantes dans la convoitisc ct la haine". 
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I J. Li' Z('llc/·AFesra. t.I. p.111: "Jc lrouvai a Bombay plus ct mains quc jc ne chcrchais. 
Jc nc fu~ pas admis a la celebration du sacrifice. n'etanl pas /Jeh-di11. quoiquc l'on 
voulut bien me considerer commc Dastiir ir1 partib11s: jc nc lrnuvai nulle parl un 
corps dt: doc1rinc systcmatiquc sur la liturgic el J'organisa1ion du cul!c. Mais je 
trouvai d<1ns mes conversations avcc Jes Daslurs des rcnseignernenls preeicult sur 
J'un.: ct l'autrc. Jc trouvai dans la vuc des choses ct dans des visiles aux principaux 
cemrcs parsis, en paniculier a Nausari. la ville saccrdl)(aJe. un sentiment de la 
rcalilc prcscnlc c! passcc quc lcs lcxles mons nc pcuvenl donner". 

14. Of'· rit .. p.IV: "Les hcu1cs lrop rnpides quc j'ai passccs dans l"imprimerie de Fon­
lfazar. en deccrnbre 1886 cl janvier 1887. ii parcourir avcc Tahmuras lcs vicult 
manuscrils, inconnus memc de nom en Europe. [ ... ] m'onl plus appris quc des mo is 
d'ctudcs personncllcs". 

1.5. Cluura populain•s. t.I. p. CCV-CCVI: "Avcc lOules Jes faiblcsses cl lcs ~liches 
inseparables de 1ou!c li!!cra!ure - car cou!c li!!craiurc. memc populairc. sunoul 
populaire. suppose des tradilions d'ccolc cc unc roulinc - m~1lgre le ccrclc Ires 
lirnitc de scs idi!cs ct de ses in1crc!s el le pcu d'clevalion de son ideal. ccuc pocsie a 
unc chose qui fail lllul pardonncr, la passion cl sunoul la simplicile, l'ellprcssion 
d1rcc1c cl sponrnncc. cc dnn supreme qui manquc a noire decadence in1ellcc1uelle". 

16. <Jp. cit., p.LXll: "L'afghan derive du zcnd ou d'un dialccie Ires scmblable au zend". 

I 7. "Otiscrva1ions sur le Ycndidad", "I'· cit .. p.55: "Vedm cl 1radi1ions ne peuvcnl 
dune conduirc a des resullals conlradictoires si on lcs inlcrrogc chacun sur cc qu'ils 
savenl, lcs Vt!das sur le passc le plus ancicn des idces aveslfrnncs, la 1radi1ion sur 
lcur prcscnl[ ... ] Les Vedas. inlcrrogcs 1ou1 d'abord. nc donncronl aucun 
lcmoignagc valablc; car ricn ne prouvc que les mols cl Jes dieux communs aux dcux 
livres aicnl conserve le mcrne sens des deux pans; lcs Vtldas en general ne pourronl 
scrvir a faire decouvrir lcs fails avcsiecns, mais sculemcnt 11 lcs eJtpliquer une fois 
ctablis par la 1radi1ion. La premiere mclhode fail connailrc Jes idccs iranicnnes. cl 
la sccondc lcs fail comprcndrc". 

I 8. Quolcd by E. rlcnvcnislc in his foreword lo !he reprint of Le lend-Avesta (1960). 
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DARMESTETER'S STUDY OF ZOl<OASTRIANISM 

K.M. JAMASPASA 

In a short life span or less than fifty years. James Darmestetcr has left 

Iranian studies a priceless leg;!cy with his translations and interpretations of 

Zoroastrian literature. As the poet has said. '"Full many a nower is horn to hlush 

unseen and waste its sweetness on !he desert nir". Many a sd1olar of Zoroastrianism 

has lived and died unsung and unremcmhcre<l except hy a handful of fellow scholars. 

Tragically, Zoroastrians themselves remain ignorant of the prolific.: literature that 

exists on their religion, always claiming the pauci!y of availahle literature in a 

modern language as the cause of their lack of knowledge on the suhjecl. 

It was Professor Darmcstcter himself, who, in hh lecture <lei ivcred 

under the auspices of the Asiatic Society in Bombay. as far hack as 1887, pointed 

out the urgent need for Zoroastrians themselves to undertake rcseard1 anti scolarship 

into 1heir own religitin. One hopes that hy celchrating the de;11h centenary of a 

schol<u of the stature of James Darmcsteter through this series of kctures. 

Zoroastrians will he introduced to the commendahle schoh1rly works of this great 

lranist. One also hopes that they will he encouraged to read and study the works of 

other scholars of Zoroastrianism. The organisers of this event nre to he congratulated 

for commemorating Darmesteter's death centenary and more significantly the 

centenary of the puhlication of his translation of the A vest a, in this hefilling 

manner, for though the scholar himself has passed on, his work provides a stepping 

stone for every future scholar and student on the suhjecl. 

The work of James Darmcstctcr is part of the living legacy that is 

Zoroastrian literature: hcginning from the time of the Garhas, down to the heyday of 

the Sassanian scholarship and further down to our own rimes when scholars provide 

fresh insights into an ancient faith - a li!erature that is not dead, hut ever growing 

and flourishing, belying Darmcste!er's own statemen! that "the Parsis arc the ruins of 

a people, so arc their sacred books the ruins of a religion." I 

James Darmesteter was born at Chiitcau-Salins. Moselle, in France on 

22 March 1849. He was horn 10 Jewish parents and raised in the Judaic traditions 

which were lo colour later on his interpretations of Zoroastrianism 10 some extent. 

Darmcstctcr was awarded a Bachelor's degree in Humanities in Paris, where he studied 

. philosophy. poetry and law. It was a Jillie later !hat he found his true vocation as an 

orientalist. when his cider brother introduced him lo the study of ancient languages. 

AL the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Eludes in Paris, he studied under Michel Brea) and 

Abel Bcrgaigne. His subjects were Compara:ive Grammar and Sanskrit. The result of 
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his work was an essay on lhe mythology of the A vesla entitled Hallrvarar er 

Amererar ( 1875). In 1877, Dannesteter published his D.Liu. thesis entitled Ormazd 

et Ahriman. a study in the theory of Dualism, wherein he portrays the religion of 

ancient Iran as having evolved from Hinduism. 

Professor Gignoux notes lhal Dannesleter's chosen method of studying 

Zoroastrianism was a comparison with India, but Darmesteler himself, in his 

introduction to his translation of the Vendidad in Max MUiier's Sacred Books of tire 

Easr series, notes that the comparative method by itself is insufficient to represent 

the whole picture contained within the A vcsta and a mixture of both the traditional 

and comparative schools is necessary for a true understanding of the religious 

scriptures of any religion, not just Zoroastrianism. 

In 1877 Dannesteter became a teacher of Zend at the Ecole des Hautes 

Etudes. The famous German orientalist Max Millier invited him lo translate the 

Avesta for his Sacred Books of tire East series begun in 1880. He brought out the 

translation of the Ve11didad in 1880 and of the Khorde Avesta in 1883. In 1885 he 

was appointed professor in the College de France. In 1886 he was sent lo India on a 

mission to collect the popular songs of the Afghans. The fruits of his findings and 

labours on that mission were published in Les Chants Poplllaires des Afghans. It is a 

valuable essay on the Afghan language am.I literature. 

Darmesteter spent some time in Bombay during 1886-87. During this 

time, he delivered his lecture on Parsism under the auspices of the Asiatic Society, 

wherein he impressed upon the Parsis themselves the need to publish hitherto 

unstudied manuscripts so that valuable material on Zoroastrianism may come to 

light for the benefit of scholars and for the general edification of the Parsi 

community itself. For financing this project, Dannesteter proposed the establishmenl 

of the Victoria Jubilee Pahlavi Fund. Several important manuscripts were published 

as a result. Dannesteter left Bombay with the honorific title of "The French Dastur", 

bestowed upon him by the numerous friend he made from amongst the Parsi 

community. He was grateful for all the hospitality shown to him during his stay and 

even more grateful to the savants amongst the Parsis who freely discussed their 

religion wilh him. This made Darmesteter extremely mindful of the problems that 

his predecessor, Anquetil du Perron, underwent during his time in India, when the 

priests of the time were reticent to discuss the nature of their ancient faith with 

foreigners. 

In 1893, Darmesteter published his magnum opus, the French 

translation of che Avesta in three volumes, truly a "monument of scholarship" as it 

has been referred to. Many translations have followed Dannesteler's French one in 

many different languages, but Darmesteter's remains an essenlial point of reference 
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for all scholars and students of Zoroastrianism. The following year, 1894, 

Darmesteter succumbed to a mild illness and on 19 October passed away from this 

earthly existence at the very young age of 45 years. 

The ancient Greeks, neighbours or Iran since the beginnings of recorded 

history, had for long been enamoured of the legendary prophet Zarathushtra or 

Zoroaster as they called him. To them, Zoroaster was a great philosopher and poet, 

living 6000 years before their own great philosopher Plato, and who had developed a 

philosophy for which they had the utmost regard. Darmesteter notes that to the 

ancient Greeks. Zoroaster became the very emblem or wisdom. He further notes that. 

"upon the whole it may be said that in the first centuries of Christianity, the religion 

of Persia was more studied and less understood than it had ever hc~n before. The real 

object aimed at, in studying the old religion was to form a new one". 

During the middle ages, Zoroaster was portrayed as a magician and 

master of secret sciences. It was during the Renaissance in Europe. when the study of 

the classical literature of Greece and Rome once again grew popular and important 

that a proper study of the religion of ancient Iran began. But knowledge of the living 

faith and its practices, its literature and its followers was almost non-existent. It was 

European travellers in the late seventeenth century who discovered the remains of the 

followers of Zoroastrianism in Iran and India and made their existence and way of life 

known to the Europeans. In 1700 an Oxford Orientalist, Thomas Hyde, made a 

systematic study of the history of ancient Persia from Muslim accounts and what 

was then known of Parsism. Despite its varied and manifold defects. Hyde's work 

was perhaps the first beginning in a serious investigation of the history, language 

and religion of ancient Iran. 

Throughout the first half of the eighteenth century, efforts were made 

to learn more about Zoroastrianism, but with slight progress. In 1754 a young 

Frenchman named Anquetil du Perron happened to sec a facsimile of a copy or the 

Vendidad brought to Oxford earlier in that century and deposited at the Bodleian 

Library. Anquetil was determined to unravel the mysteries of that manuscript and 

undertook a hazardous journey to India to meet the Parsis and learn from them their 

language and religion. With great difficulty Anquetil lived among the Parsis of Surat 

and learnt from them all about their traditions and scriptural languages. He returned 

to Paris with a collection of manuscripts of the Avesta and many other hooks. He 

then spent ten years deciphering the contents of those manuscripts and puhlished in 

1771 the first translation of the Zcnd Avesta. 

The reaction of European scholars to this translation was that the ideas 

and thoughts expressed therein, the fabulous talcs and biZ7.are rituals, were unworhty 

of a prophet of the stature of Zarathushtra; and thus the whole was dismissed as a 
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fabrication of simple priests in India. For seventy years, debate was rifo in Europe on 

the authencity of Anquctil's Avesta, but no real progress was made except for the 

realization that Avesta and Sanskrit were sister languages. In 1825 Eugene Burnouf 

succeeded in tracing the general outlines of the Avesta lexicon based on Sanskrit, and 

through the study of comparative grammar explained many hitherto undeciphered 

Avestan words. At the same time Lhe ancient rock inscriptions at Behistun and 

Persepolis were being deciphered, revealing the existence in Achaemenian times of a 

language closely akin to Avesta. This established conclusively the authenticity of 

Anquetil's Avesta. 

The nineteenth century saw the scientific study of Zoroastrianism grow 

by leaps and bounds. However, "presumptuous" is the word now being used to 

describe the altitude of scholars of Zoroastrianism in Europe at that time. 

Presumptuous because nineteenth century Europe was "very sure of itself. and ready 

to instruct the worid",2 as one modern scholar, Professor Mary Boyce, puts it, 

scholars then approached the problems of interpreting aspects of Zoroastrianism 

through their knowledge of Christianity, Judaism and Hinduism, believing these 

other faiths would provide the key lo solving the puzzles of Zoroastrianism. 

Dannesteter was himself working in such an environment, when comparative 

philology was making great strides, and the similarity between Avesta and Sanskrit 

was enthusing scholars to use the Vedas as a key to interpreting and translating the 

Avesta. The efforts of European scholars in the nineteenth century have no doubt 

rendered yeoman service to Zoroastrian scholarship, but have also hindered its 

progress in a way, as their suppositions and conclusions often failed to fit in with 

the accepted traditions and beliefs of the living faith. Traditions and beliefs which 

they were then quick to condemns as incompatible with the teachings of the Prophet 

himself. 

As I already stated, Dannesteter was quick to recognize the pitfalls of 

relying on just the comparative method of studying Zoroastrianism. He realized that 

what was important was not to what extent Sanskrit and Avesta were related, but 

what the Avesta itself meant. He notes: "The traditional method, as it starts from 

matters of facts, moves always in the field of reality; the comparative method starts 

from a hypothesis, moves in a vacuum and builds up a fanciful religion and a 

fanciful language".3 Darmesteter impressed upon us the need to use the comparative 

and traditional methods in conjunction with each other in order to better grasp and 

understand the Avesta. "The Vedas, generally speaking, cannot help in discovering 

matters of fact in the Avesta, but only in explaining them when discovered by 
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tradition ... in fact, tradition gives the materials and comparison puts them in order. It 

is not possible either to know the Avesta without the former or to understand it 

without the latter."4 

Perhaps Dannesceter's most radical theory is in regard to the date of the 

composition of the Avesta. In his Zcnd Avesta, Darmcsteter postulates that all the 

sacred writings that may have existed under the Achacmenians were lost after the 

invasion of Alexander in 331 B.C. The Vendidad, according Lo him, though younger 

in composition than the Gathas, is older in content and Achaemenian in cone. The 

Gathas, claims Dannesteler, show the innuencc of Gnosticism, the school of Philo 

Judaeus and Judaism. He assigns their origin Lo the middle of the first century A.C. 

No scholar at the present time accepts this rheory and even when Dannesteter first 

expounded his opinion, it did not gain much acceptance. The Vendidad, though later 

than the Gathas in composition, contains much pre-Zoroastrian material but the 

Gathas are today without a doubt accepted as the oldest part of Zoroastrian scriptures 

and the very words of Prophet Zarathushtra himself, and they can therefore not be 

assigned to a date later than 1500 B.C. 

It is extremely difficult to recreate the early history of Zoroastrianism 

as no written records exist. At the time when Zarathushtra was composing his 

Gathas and even much later when most of the religious scriptures were being 

composed, the Iranian people knew no writing. Nevertheless, in the complex field of 

Iranistic studies, one fact stands out with extreme clarity, and that is the continuity 

and faithfulness of tradition. The Zoroastrians have over several centuries, in peaceful 

Limes and during political and religious upheavals. maintained theif sacred scriptures 

with fidelity and fortitude by means of an oral tradition. Even when in later times the 

scriptures were written down, the oral tradition continued side by side, doubly 

fortifying the ancient and glorious heritage of the Zoroastrians. 

The extant Zoroastrian scriptures today are only a fragment of what 

was once a large and comprehensive body of work. They consisted not only of the 

original words of Prophet Zarathushtra, the Gathas, but also included history, myth, 

legend, science and prayers. The original A vesla canon was made up of 21 Nasks or 

books, of which only one, the Vendidad, and scallered portions from other books 

remain today. Information about the lost scriptures is gleaned from a Pahlavi ninth 

century encyclopaedic work on the Zoroastrian religion - the Denkard. Stray 

references by foreign writers too, give us an inkling of the enormity of the original 

work. Pliny reports, on the authority of Hennippos the Greek philosopher, that 

Zarathushtra himself composed two million lines of verse. Middle Persian texts and 

Arab historians also inform us that the sacred writings of the Zoroastrians covered 

1200 cowhides and were written with golden ink. 
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Whatever has survived of rhe scriptures today is the vital core of the 

Zoroastrian religion. The prayers that were so conscientiously memorised by 

generations of priests and passed out onto posterity are the foundation upon which 

the faith stands today. They are also the foundation upon which scholars base their 

study of the ancient religion of the Iranians. 

Although the sack of Persepolis by Ale:itander resulted in an irreparable 

loss not only to the people of the times, but also to us today who try to piece 

together the histQTy of the Persian people, all of the loss cannot be blamed on 

Ale:itander. An authorised version of the Avesta was collated during the Sassanian 

period from all of the then e:ittant fragments. The Sassanian Avesta contained many 

te:itts wliich are lost today. Even after the Arab invasion of Iran, the ninth century 

saw a prolific production of Zoroastrian literature. The Zoroastrian tradition has 

therefore been a long and continuous one despite the many upheavals witnessed by 

the Iranian people and nation, thanks to the supportive role played by the oral 

tradition preserved by the priestly class. 

That Darmcsteter's theories are not now generally acceptable to the 

scholarly community, ought not to detract one whit from the fact that he ranks 

amongst !he greatest scholars of Zoroaslrianism. For every man is a product of his 

own place and time. 

Another theory of Darmesterer's that has come under attack is his 

identification of the geographical location of the legendary Iranian homeland, Airyana 

Vaeja, and his interpretation of the legend of Yima's Vara. Dannesteter identifies the 

Iranian Yima with the Hindu Yama and the Biblical Noah and supposes the story of 

Yima or Jamshid to be a recounting of the story of the Deluge in the Bible. 

Admittedly, the two stories de have parallels, but as Bishop Casarrelli has shown, 

Daresleter's assumption of the connection between Yima and Noah.is untenable. Not 

only is Yima's Vara or Enclosure eschatological in purpose and existing for 

centuries. but certain other heroes in !he legend are immortal though they habit 

earthly domains. As for Dannesreter's location of Airyana Vaeja between the Oxus 

and Jaxartes rivers, a response refuting this theory has been formulated by 

B.G. Tilak in his book The Arctic Home in the Vedas. Dartmesteter arrives at his 

theory that Airyana Vaeja is located between the O:itus and Jaxartes rivers because he 

identifies these rivers with those mentioned in the Vendidad as Vanguhi and Rangha, 

which two rivers he says form the eastern and western boundaries of Airyana Vaeja. 

Tilak argues that Dannesteter's reasoning is erroneous on this count and the more 

likely location of this legendary homeland which has been described in the Vendidad 

as having ten months of winter and two months of summer, is in the arctic regions. 
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Tilak stales: ''The names of the two rivers Vanguhi and Rangha in the 

primeval home may have heen subsequently transferred lo the real rivers in the new 

sclllement; but we cannot infer therefrom that the country through which these new 

rivers flowed was the origim1I site of Airy~rna Vacja. It is a well-known fact that 

persons migrating from their motherland to new countries often name the places they 

come across after the names of places familiar to them in their motherland. But on 

that account no one has ventured to place England in America or Australia; and it is 

strange how such a mistake should have been commilled by Zend scholars in the 

present case. For even if a province or country in Central Asia had been named 

Airyana Vaeja, we could not have located the original home in that Province; just as 

the abode of Varuna cannot be placed in the land named Varcna, which is the Zend 

equivalent of Varuna. The whole of Darmesteter's reasoning must therefore be 

rejected as unsound and illogical, and, but for the preconceived notion that the 

original home of the Iranians cannot be placed in the far north, I think no scholar 

would have cared to put forward such guesses. There arc express passages in the 

Avesta, which describe in unmistakable terms the climatic characteristics of Airyana 

Vaeja, and so far as I am aware, no valid reason has yet been assigned why we should 

treat this description as mythical and have recourse to guess work for determining the 

position of the primeval home. Thus at the beginning of the first Fargard, we are 

told that Airyana Vaeja was the first good and happy creation of Ahura Mazda, but 

Angra Mainyu converted it into a land of Len months winter and two months 

summer, evidently meaning that at the time when the Fargard was composed it was 

an icebound land. The winter of ten months duration therefore, naturally points to a 

position in the far north, at a great distance beyond the Jaxartes; and it would be 

unreasonable to ignore this description which is characteristic of the Arctic regions, 

and relying on doubtful guesses, hold that the Airyana Vaeja was the easternmost 

boundary of ancient Iran".5 Even though one may not agree with the view of 

Darrnesteter in this matter, one could equally discard the theory propounded by Tilak. 

Wisdom, the key auribute of the Good Religion, the epithet of Ahura 

Mazda, the corner-stone of the Sassanian sages, stems from knowledge. Knowledge 

is ever growing, increasing and ever changing. Darmesteter is not alone in 

.expounding presumptuous unacceptable theories. We are still striving for perfect 

knowledge, not only in the study of our scriptures, but in every aspect of science and 

life. And perfect knowledge will eventually evolve through our mistakes and our 

conscientious efforts coupled with that little bit of innate wisdom, asn xrad, as the 

Pahlavi writers called it, given to us by the Wise Lord. In the meantime, we must all 
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tread on this ohst:.icle laden paih, stumbling over our mistakes in an effon to reach 

the truth. And it is great s:.ivants like Dannestcter who diffuse the light along the 

way. 

Dastur Darab Pcshotan Sanjana, a contemporary of Professor James 

Dannestctcr has said: "Even if we do not accept his reflections on the Prophet and the 

origins of Zoroastrianism, we ought to admit that so far as his method of translating 

our scriptures is concerned, he is far more reliable than his predecessors. Without 

~welling upon the clearness of his language, the accurate selection of phraseology to 

express the meanings of ambiguous and obscure terms, the collection of historical 

data, there arc two very prominent reatures which commend him to the veneration of 

every Avesta student. First, his patient research to clear away most of the obscurities 

and inaccuracies which somewhat encumbered all previous efforts to interpret the 

Avesta. Secondly, his sound judgment in discarding all the fanciful speculations 

sometimes indulged in by Vedists and Sanskritists, and also in adopting the native 

meaning so far as it could be reconciled with the results of comparative philology."6 

More than a hundred years ago, Darmesteter struggled to understand and 

interpret what was to him an alien religion, only vaguely familiar to a handful of 

European scholars. I cannot even venture to understand Darmesteter's genius in 

providing us Zoroastrians with this vast volume of information on our own religion, 

living and working as he did in France far away from the heartland of Zoroastrian 

things. in Iran and India. As one steeped in the tradition of my forefathers, my 

academic pursuits are made just that liule bit easier. So, as a student of my ancient 

faith, I pay my respects to Professor James Dannesteter, and thank the organisers of 

this Commemoration, especially my good friend Professor Gignoux, for having 

given me this opportunity 10 pay my humble tribute to this really fine scholar. 

NOTES 
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Whoever reads through the writings of a scholar like James 

Dannesteter can not but marvel at the prodigious amount of research he carried out 

in less than 20 years. He has hardly aged in the eyes of the historians of religions 

ever since. His first major work was Haurvattit el Amerettit, Essai sur la mythologie 

de /'Avesta (Essay 011 the Avesta/I Mythology) published in 1875 by l'Ecole 

Pratique des Hautes Etudes, Paris,, for which he was conferred the school diploma. 

He also translated just 100 years ago Zend-Avesta, a tenn first used by Anquetil a 

century earlier. 

We read in his Essay the final assertion of his research rejecting all 

theories of revolution or refonn initiated by Zoroaster or his community 

« Mazdeism, the same a·s Vedism, is a spontaneous and free 

development of the Inda-Iranian religion in smooth transfonnation, with no need for 

explanation by any influence from the outside or any sudden revolution from the 

inside».I 

The view is echoed even today by Jean Kcllens in his introduction to 

Les textes vieil-avestiques (The Old Avestan Texts).2 

The Essay only deals with two Gathic entities, namely Haurvatat and 

Ameretat, tho~gh they are not among the most influential ones in the A vestic 

literature, as we know. However Dannesteter has demonstrated their importance in a 

kind of textual analysis which, lo my knowledge, has not been attempted by others 

after him. 

Darmesteter very appropriately defines the nature of the Amcsha 

Spenta in the Gathas: 

«We are face to face with abstractions which sometimes remain 

unchanged or which sometimes take life. They are often uncertain and floating and 

do not allow us know if we are in the presence of a theological virtue or a God».3 

Even today after a century-old abundance of research we are still asking 

ourselves if we are to consider the Amesha Spenta as really divine persons or simply 

divinized abstractions or attributes and properties of the Ahura Mazda. The doubt 

persists in spite of so much research in the area. Touching on this point, I'd like to 

quote what Mrs Yasmine Jhabvala of your community says in her thesis defended in 

1991 at the University of Geneva and later published under the title Vers Ahura 

Mazda (Towards Ahura Mazda.).4 Speaking of the Amesha Spenta, she concludes 

that «they may appear as abstract notions, persons or aspects of the Ahura Mazda ; 
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however they arc none of lhese.5 She then defines them as«prescnces on the road 

that lealls lhc Ahura Mazda 10 man and man to the Ahura Mazda».6 They arc 

rcllcxions of the Ahura Mazda. persons without a personality who are never 

inllcpendcnt from the Ahura Mazda, but differcnl from each other among themselves 

and aclive. She then proposes to call !hem by a new name of "symbolic presences". 

S1ill is 1hcre truly an ontological reali1y when we speak of symbols ? Anyway. this 

interpretation is at odds with J. Kcllcns's g5.thic polytheism. In fact what Mrs. 

Jhabvala is trying to do is to understand as much as possible Zoroaster's subjective 

experience in relating the Ahura Mazda with the Amesha Spenla. 

But let us come back to Danncsteter' s monograph in his Essay at 

!'Ecole Pratique des Hautcs Etudes on 1hc last two of the Amesha Spenta. Haurvatat 

and Amerctal. He considers the two 10 be concrete beings while the others would he 

abstract notions. To understand this distinc1ion we need a summary of his arguments 

in the Essay. 

Danncstetcr proposes to answer three questions: I) what is the 

material attribute of the Amcsha Spcnta ? 2) what is their abstract value ? and 3) 

what is the relation between the two ? Dumczil moots the problem in tenns of its 

functional role and value. The abstract aspect is indicated by the name of the enti1y, 

and concrc1e aspect by the patronage beslowed on a specific type of living being. For 

example, Vohu Manah palronizing 1he ox.7 L.H. Gray had already wri!len in 1904 

about the double nature of 1hc Iranian archangels. 8 

For Dannesteler, Haurvat:it and Ameret:it constitute a couple and are 

oflen mentioned together. They arc lhe guardians of 1hc walers and plants. (!heir 

opposition being hunger and thirst). That is why they preside over man's food and 

are identified with the libation and 1he harsom made from vegetable branches, as we 

know. 

The real meanings of these two entities arc health for Haurvatat and 

11on-dyi11g for Amcrctat. Be aware that non-dying docs not mean immortality, but 

simply a long life. However, no Yasht is dedicated to them. The one of Ameretat 

has been lost and the other, under the name of Xord5.d, is of doubtful anthcnticity. 

As Kellens points out, 1he Yashts 1-4 arc a mediocre and later composition.9 

Darmestcter had made the same observation. 

He then underlined the identity of the gods, as their very names imply, 

as protectors of the waters and plants. In fact, he fonnulates 1he two extreme poles 

of their history : 

« ... at one end health and immortality comballing illness and death and 

al the other end the guardians of the waters and the plants fighting against thirst and 

hunger».10 
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Dumezil held in his Naissa11ce d'Archanges (Binh of Archangels) that 

it is irrelevant to know which of the two values (abstract and concrete) preceded the 

other and thought, contrary to what Darrnestctcr maintained, that the Gathas were 

already familiar with the system, though they don't mention it explicitly but only 

allude to it. Darrnestcter had nonetheless clearly stated that the two guardians were 

twins and were opposed to the demon of physical decline (not of hunger), Zaric. and 

the demon of illness, Taric. 

Amerctal means long life here on earth and immortal life hereafter. 

Such is the exact definition of the word accepted by Mary Boyce in her article 

AnumUld in the Encyclopaedia Iranica.11 However, only this cschatological reference 

was retained later when the idea of resurrection and future life became a clearly 

defined dogma. 

Darmesteter quotes the Yasna 51.7 to demonstrate that the gods of 

health and immortality were transfonned into gods of the water and plants. In fact, 

there is an identification between the clements and the gods who patronize them. 

This process was already complete in the Gathas. Dannestctcr had clearly noted the 

"natural attributes" of these two Amcsha Spenta, ( i.e., force (tcuuishi) and duration 

(utaiiuiti)) which was translated by Kcllens as "tonicity" and "youth" 12 and which 

M. Boyce defines as qualities with which the gods can embue their adorers.13 

In the monograph on the two gods in Ze11d-A1·esta, Dannestctcr listed 

their assistants. Haurvatat had Tishtar who produced the rain, Vad (wind) who took 

the waters of Tishtar and transmitted them and Fravashis who hastened to help 

Tishtar when the distribution of the waters was made par Apam napat (Yl. 8,34). 

Ameretat's assistants were, apart from numerous plants, Rashnu, Ashtad and 

Zamyad, the guardian of the earth.14 The three arc apotropaic divinities, judges of 

the life hereafter on the bridge Cinvad, as found in the teaching of the Menog i Xrad 

(II, I 20). They are in charge of the situation, as assistants of the god of immortality 

who becomes himself the anosh, the ambrosia. 

Even if Danncstctcr's demonstration of the evolution of the myth of 

the two gods based on the Gathic tradition docs not seem to be very pertinent 

anymore, al least he understood their value when compared with India's. In fact, in 

the second pan of his Essay he points out that the myth of the waters and the plants 

dates back to the period of the unity of the Aryans or Indo-Aryans because of the 

soma/haoma - of which I'll speak a liule further on - and of the Indo-Iranian myth of 

the nectar of immonality. Using the comparative method which is quite helpful for a 

better understanding of the Gathas, Dannesteter who was a student of the Sanskrit 

scholar Bergaigne found elements in the Vedas to enrich the comparison: Soma is 

the king just as Haoma is the chief of the plants. Besides in Iran plants grow in the 
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heavens and in India they come down from the sky as soma. But Dannesteter points 

out that this myth in the Vedas is only a distant memory and quoted Atharvaveda to 
support his view: 

«May Agni protect you with the waters and Soma with the plants» 
(V, 2, 10,2). 

But the soma/haoma remains the lndo-Iranian beverage of non-death, 

and is certainly a substitute to the IE mad/111 (mead) as Mircea Eliadc observed in his 

Hi.Hoire des croymrces er des idees re/igie11ses (Hisrory of Be/iefr and Religious 
ldeas).15 

I would like to mention brieny, in order to bring out the accuracy of 

Darmesteter's intuitions concerning the antiquity .of the two gods, what Dumezil 

says about the vedic N5satyas and how he relates the twins to the Iranian couple and 

to the much later Islamic tradition of Harut-Marut (couple). Darmesteter, however, 

was reluctant lo accept this Islamic version.16 

Dumezil found analogies of the myth in one of the principal Indian 

myths related to lhe Niisatya twins. In this Indian myth the twins tried without 

success to ravish the fair Sukanya from her husband and were allowed, in spite of 

Indra's opposition, to drink the soma which procures immortality. In the Islamic 

version however, the myth combines the same story of the twin angels mixing with 

mortals with the separation between man and woman and of the beverage that leads 

to in Lox ication. 17 

It is often in the footnotes of his works that we see the scope of 

Darmesteter's scholarship that includes not only his knowledge of Avestic literature 

but also of its translations and works in Pahlavi which extend to the later Persian 

Rivayats and modern traditions. The footnotes revealed vast amounts of information 

and references for further comparisons. He had the distinction of pointing out that 

the traditions handed down in the Pahlavi literature dated back to the Sassanian 

period, but no further. Thus based on the diachrony his study of the two gods of the 

third function proves this concern. even if some of the aspects should be corrected in 

the light of what Dumezil has said. 

In a footnotel8 Darmesteter draws a parallel between the 10,000 

salutary plants which were created by Ahura Mazda according to Bundahishn and 

which grew around the White Haoma (Gaokarena) and the 10,000 immortal soldiers 

of Darius's army. This army of 10,000 is thus called since every soldier missing due 

to illness or death was to be replaced as Herodotus accounts (7,83). This anny was 

consecrated to Ameretiit, the natural patron of the soldier who was to call upon him 

more than any other god for his survival. Darmesteter adds to this interesting 

comparison which, to my knowledge, has not been contested thus far and can be a 
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solid argument for Achemcnian Zoroastrianism, another piece of information given 

by Herodotus: Xerxes honoured a beautiful tree on his way to Sardis and placed 

before it a golden necklace which was to be guarded by an immortal soldier, «In 

other words, he honours Ameretat in one of his works and leaves one of the wards of 

the god to watch over it»19. Darmestcter remarks that this true cult continued in 

Islamic Iran which can be seen in the custom of hanging pieces or cloth on all the 

branches that travellers like Chardin have witnessed since the 17th century. 

The tradition accounted according to Bundahishn concerning the 

I 0,000 plants is also found in the treatise of Zfidspram. It is said that Amurdact, after 

Ahriman had dried up the primordial plant, pounded it and mixed it with rain water 

and artcr the rain of Tishtar, I 0,000 species of plants appeared on the earlh and 

Ohrmazd arranged them in order to prevent 10,000 illnesses. Then Ohrmazd took the 

seeds of the 10,000 species and by uniting them he created, in the midst of the 

mythical sea, Vouru Kasha, "the tree of all the seeds" from which all species of 

plants sprouted.20 It is as if a second vegetable creation was required after the first 

was destroyed by Ahriman. This can also be related to the creation of the Vahr1im 

fire which requires 1001 fires of different sorts to produce it. 

The cosmic tree is the white Hom, which in Ziidspram is called 

"opposition of old age, which revives and restores the dead to lifc"2 I. 

Darmesteter had stated all this: the Haoma was the chief (ratu) of 

plants and the Gaokarena was the name of the cosmic tree"which bore all the seeds", 

which "repeled suffering (jud-besh, wrongly translated by MacKenzie as harmless)22 

and which grew in the sea of Vouru Kasha. It is not necessary to distinguish 

between the two trees,23 as he does. The heavenly haoma and the tree of all the 

seeds as the Pahlavi tradition has identified it constitute the cosmic tree on which the 

bird Sen is perched and lets the seeds fall on the ground. Darmcstetcr docs not seem 

to have maintained this distinction into two trees in his Zend-Avcsta. 

The importance of plants in the Iranian mythology was instanced by 

the creation of the first human couple. For when Gayomard met a violent death at 

the hands of Ahriman, a rhubarb sprouted from his semen and gave birth to Mashya 

and Mashyane. 

Darmcsteter also pointed out the association of our two gods with the 

Fravashis as indicated in the Yasht consecrated to them. They were responsible for 

sending the rain and making the plants grow. Then we saw how much they were 

indispensable to man, omnipresent as they were in the life of the Mazdcans. The 

creatures of Ohrrnazd, generally speaking, fight against illness and death which are 

caused by the creatures of Ahriman. Health and immortality arc gained due to the 

waters and the plants .. 
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Thus the importance of the twin-coupled gods. The protectors of the 

waters and plants were brought to the fore by Darmesteter as were the priviledeged 

association of water and fire in the ritual as M. Boyce has demonstrated. However we 

must not forget to add the vegetable clement excellently represented by the ham and 

the barsom, which is the bundle of twigs from which the priest is never separated 

during the Yasna celebration. 

In Zend-A vesta, Darmestcter docs not offer a systematic treatise on the 

Amesha Spenta, though it docs contain abundant notes and comments that make the 

translation all the more rich, especially in his commentary on Sir{JZa 24 which is 

largely drawn from chapter 3 of Bundahishn. Bundahishn itself is a sort of highly 

developed glossary of the two (small and big) Avestan Siroza. Darmesteter reviews 

each of the seven Amesha Spenta describing their nature, their role, the elements 

they patronize and diverse secondary divinities who assist them. Furthermore in his 

introductions to different Yashts, he gives us a rich commentary based on the 

Bundahishn and the wider Pahlavi literature.although he did not go into detail 

concerning the theory of the seven entities. 

We now know that the list of seven (Ohrmazd included) was fixed 

much later, but certainly not before the Hellenistic period. The fact that Ahura 

Mazda was added to the list on the same level and on equal footing with the entities -

Zoroaster had placed him above the others - , as J. Narten had remarked,25 proves, in 

my opinion, a significantly major change in Mazdean theology. Consequently we 

are led into revising certain comparisons that were made in the comparative study. 

Duchesne-Guillemin believes that the theory of seven angels in St. 

John's Apocalypse dates back to the 7 Iranian Amesha Spenta.26 However, the 

tradition can be just as well traced back to the Jewish speculation itself. M. Boyce, 

in History of Zoroastrianism, states that the Jewish conception of angels underwent 

a deep change in the period that followed the Babylonian exile and that the Graeco­

Roman literature spoke about seven hierarchies of archangels, which was an Iranian 

inOuence.27 This interpretation seems unjustified because there is no proof that the 

list of seven Amesha Spenta was definitely fixed in 600 B.C. Besides passing from 

six to seven just to conform to current trends needs explaining, even if a bit of 

hypothesizing has gone into it as is usual in a comparative study. 

In a study on Hexaemeron and Millenarism,28 I put forth the idea that 

the list of the 7 Amesha Spenta should simply be related to the seven days of the 

week or to the seven planets. In other words, the idea originated from the calendar, or 

from astrology or from the two put together. It is not by pure coincidence that the 

seven days of the first week are named after the seven divinities in the hierarchical 

order that remained unchanged in the Pahlavi literature. For example, in Book IV of 
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Dcnkard which begins wi1h a metaphysical speculalion on the seven en1i1ies, 

Ohrmazd tops the list. 

This list of seven is related lo the seven creations patronized by the 

Amesha Spcnta, which has not been attested to so far in 1hc Avestan texts according 

10 J. Narten. Therefore we cannot help but refer to the Biblical creation of the seven 

days. The Elohist tradition that speaks of creation was fixed around 700 B.C. 

according to the specialists (cf. Jean Bo!lcro). In fact Genesis speaks of six days of 

creation, the seventh being a rest day for the Creator. In the Zoroastrian week the 

first day is named after Ohrmazd and the other six after the six Amesha Spcnta. I 

wrote: 

«The first week of a month implies a beginning just as docs the first 

week of the Genesis al the origin of the world's creation. I think that the relation in. 

later Mazdaism between the first seven creatures (the seven Amcsha Spcnta} and the 

first seven days of the month is not far from the Biblical conceptions».29 

Based on the datings of Biblical scholars, it is possible that the 

Zoroastrians in their relations with the Jews in exile during the Achemenian period 

borrowed the Biblical speculation for themselves. 

J. Boucro, in his work Nais.wmce de Dieu, La Bible et /'hiJtorie11 (The 

birth of God. the Bible and the Historiwr}30 showed that the so-called "Sacerdotal 

Document" had its origin in the Mesopotamian myth of creation: 

«The first act of world creation is an exact copy of the mythology of 

the origins such as the one found in the well-known "Babylonian Epic of creation" 

(the Enuma Elish}»,3 I which was composed in the last quarter of the second 

millenium B.C. 

It's then quite probable that the Iranian myth of seven creations was 

fashioned in the crucible of the Mesopotamian cosmogony. 

In the visions of Pastor of Hermas (ca 150 A.O.} Christ is seen, 

enveloped in glory and surrounded by the six angels who arc the first-born.after the 

creation. We also sec seven angels in a celebrated mosaic at Cathedral St Mark, in 

Venice. Angelology among the Jews and in Christianity has been quite a common 

phenomenon for a long time, so it is no use comparing them with the Amesha 

Spenta. 

Now allow me to speak to you briefly about some aspects of 

Darmcstcter's personality that transpire in his writings and especially in his 

inaugural lecture at the College de France. 

We know how deeply James Darmesteter was attached to his cider 

brother Arsene on whom he wrote a touching biography, Scientific Relics of his 

brother (Arsene Darmesteter}. It's rather strange to hear him say that he himself was 
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not gifted for philology, a field into which his hrother Arsene tried lo initiate him. 

He hclievcs that his hrothcr was responsible for the shift in approach among the 

Sorbonne teaching staff which gave erudition its rightrul role in the place of the then 

prevailing literary analysis. He wrote: 

«If the new Sorbonne has opened up to strictly scientific method and 

research, if there is no more talk of hostility or antinomy between scientific 

scholarship and literary pursuit, it is largely due to the successful teaching approach 

set in motion by my brother».32 

But what was the teaching of James ? Indeed it's difficult lo speak 

ahoul it only basing it on his inaugural lecture al the College de France. For the 

year hook of the College, giving summaries of the conferences only started coming 

out in 1901 several years after Darmestetcr'.s death. All we know i? that he was very 

outspoken about his sentiments and judgements which must be understood in their 

historical context or the cultures he then studied. Sometimes the scholar gives way 

lo the man with his rather subjective reactions. Herc is an example. In his Haurvatdt 

and Ameretclt, he made this rather peremptory statement about the Parsis: 

« Parsism was negatively innucnccd by its contact with the Christian 

civilization and was reduced, as time went by, to a colourless counterfeit or the 

spiritualism of the western Aryans». 33 

This was of course long before he visited India and met some 

prominent members of the Zoroastrian community. Darmcsteter would certainly not 

have wrilten such a thing after his visit here in 1886. 

Darmestetcr was outspoken and a man of his time. He was subject to 

the prevalent Eurocenrrism which looked down on the oriental cultures they were 

studying with disdain. An objective historian should bear this in mind, even if ii is 

extremely unpleasant. A couple of examples will suffice to illustrate this behaviour. 

In the introduction to the Chams populaires des Afghans (Popular Songs of the 

Afghans), he qualifies the Iranians as semi-wild tribes, but also thinks that they 

«exercised a decisive innuence on the destiny of their large neighbours, India and 

Persia».34 A little further he affirms that «the Afghans have no history, for anarchy 

never does».35 

In his inaugural lecture at the College de France on April 16, 1885, 

Darmestetcr regrclted that a protest was voiced by Gobineau against the denigration 

of the Orient. That is why he came to the defense of the Greek ideal of humanity by 

writing: 

«The contempt with which the Greeks held the Persians as their born 

slaves has been one of the most powerful moving forces in human progress».36 
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To support this assertion he regrets that the Greek victory over Persia 

was only material and that Alexander stopped halfway through Hellenizing Persia. 

He says that «Alexander Pcrsianizcd Greece; he didn't Hellenize Pcrsia,,37 and adds, 

«Greece had nothing more to learn from Persia other than full-blown despotism. 

brutal force, scorn for the individual and widespread superstitions. all of which 

Greece got. Persia on the other hand could learn from a victorious and degenerate 

Greece neither high moral lessons nor quality to improve their intelligence and 

character».38 

Today historians would rather speak about brave resistance to the 

Hellenic domination, as Mary Boyce docs. I would not support such simplistic 

apprel::iations, as Darmesteter and historians do, about the Graeco-Persian relations 

during the Alexandrian period. Darmestctcr's attitude from the second half of the 

19th century should be put in proper historical perspective. It was rich in linguistic 

discoveries concerning oriental studies but also erroneous and contradictory. He tried 

to explain the European domination in sciences, politics and trade through the so­

called superiority of the Inda-European languages downgrading Hebrew which lost 

its status of mother-language of humanity as act which led to the beliuling of the 

Biblical revelation. On the other hand to assert the antiquity of the Semitic 

languages in Mesopotamia which was under the influence of E. Renan. Joseph 

Halevy defended, for more than 40 years, the theory that Sumerian was not a non­

Semitic language that preceded Akkadian. He equally tried to demonstrate that the 

Avesta was influenced by the Old Testament. That was also the period when 

Nietsche's sister, Elisabeth wanted to found an anti-Semitic community 10 keep the 

German race pure. 

But let us come back to Darmcstcter's research work which should not 

be reduced to the few debatable views I've quoted. 

In his inaugural lecture Darrnesteter stated that the chair of the Persian 

language was spiit into two departments - Persian and Turkish. In 1805, Silvestre de 

Sacy was the first 1.0 be nominated. He was succeeded by Amedee Jaubert ( 1836), J. 

Mohl (1847) and Barbier de Meynard (1876). 

However the chair confided lo Darmcsteter was called "Languages and 

Literature of Persia", which meant an extension of the field 10 the pre-Islamic period 

after the dtree discoveries that transformed the history of Persia, i.e.: 

- discovery ofZend-Avesta 

- deciphering of Pahlavi inscriptions ; 

- deciphering of Persian and Zend (=Old Persian and Avestic). 

This was a result of works of Anquetil du Perron, Sylvestre de Sacy 

and E. Bumouf. 
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Darmcstcter rightly underlines the continuity of Iranian thought from 

the religious point of view. This aspect of research was easily overlooked in so far 

as the Alexandrian and the later Arab conquests cut through the continuum of the 

Iranian history causing piecemeal studies of the different periods as if they were quite 

independent of each other. Still altempts were made to find a continuum through 

borrowings and influences from outside Iran. 

But Darrncstelcr's view on the Parthian period is obsolete today since 

he thinks that the- four-century period, dating from Alexander lo the fall of the 

Arsacids, was a literary vacuum and that the Panhians always remained foreigners in 

Persia. For we now know through the works of Minorsky and Boyce that literature 

was not all together absent during that period and that, thanks especially to the 

works of Wolski, the Parthians continued the model of the Iranian monarchies in 

spite of the Hellenizing process whose impact is rather difficult to assess. 

Darmcsleter is quite right when he speaks of the importance of the 

Sassanian period ( the most important of the ancient periods), for it is best known « 

due to a large amount of documents : Pahlavi literature, inscriptions, medals, seals, 

writings of Byzantine. Armenian. Arab and Persian historians, etc ... ».39 This is all 

the more true when considering the few new sources of documentation that have 

come to light over the last century concerning periods prior to the Sassanian 

monarchy. In this area we have a lot of new Parthian-Pahlavi inscriptions, a 

remarkable capacity to interpret them and the study of coins, seals and bullac to help 

us understand the history of the four centuries prior Lo the Arab conquest. 

Darmcstctcr imagines. a bit excessively, this period as being one of 

moral penetration from the East and the West and views Persia as the centre-point, 

because of its geographical position, for the "inter-change of human spirit". This 

way of formulating seems fair to me, for it steps oul of all conceptions of the 

Euroccntrism or the lranocentrism of the Persian culture. 

Darrr.csleter then writes about the specific character of Islam in Persia 

where the popular and living Zoroastrianism is still visible especially through its 

mythology, which is ils "most resistant" clement as he qualifies it. But at the same 

lime he can't help taking some nasty kicks at the Arab culture, and especially 

philosophy in order to highlight the superiority of ancient Persia. He equally 

dislikes the Sufi poetry which he thinks Lo be "a sign of the decadence of Persia" 

that makes people "spend the life not Lo live it".40 He dislikes the detachment from 

the world which caracteriscs Iranian mysticism. As we can sec, Darmestetcr does not 

hesitate to crudely stale his sentiments, rather than to reason by arguments. All this 

to end with a \•ibrant praise of Babism (p. 61 sq.). In the end his concluding 
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judgement is not inaccurate: «Persia was a cross-roads of races, religions and 

civilisations». 

An extraordinary and endearing personality. Dannestetcr must not Jive 

in our memory for his misconceptions, for they arc part and parcel of his period. I 

quoted some of them only to underline his passionate and enthusiastic temperament 

in his research on Mazdaism. Whoever forgets what we owe him, be he a linguist or 

a historian of religions, will commit a grave injustice. His works are still used and 

quoted, as in the Encyclopaedia Iranica for example, a sign Lhal his name still lives 

on. 

NOTES 

1 . Essai, p.85: «Le mazcleisme est au mcme litre quc le vcdisme un developpcment 
spontane ct libre de la religion indo-iranienne, sc transrormant sans secoussc, ct 
sans qu 'ii so it besoin d'invoquer une invasion et rang ere, ou unc revolution 
interieure». 

2. Jean Kellens-Eric Piran, 1988, p.35: «Lc mazdeismc vieil-avestique .... temoigne 
d'une evolution heunee des idees religieuscs, mais non d'une revolution, ni meme 
d'une refonne.» 

3. Essai, p.35 :«L'on est en face d'abstractions, qui tant6t restent telles, tant6t sc 
personnifient, le plus souvent incenaines ct flottantcs, laissant ma! deviner si 
l'on est encore en presence cl'une vertu theologale, ou deja en presence d'un dieu». 

4. Jhabvala I 992. 

5. Jhabvala, 1992, p. l 85 « ... Les ameslra spe111a ct !cs dcux mainiill pcuvent 
apparai'tre com me des notions abstraitcs. des pcrsonncs ou des aspects d' Ahura 
Mazda; et pounant ils ne sont ricn de tout cela». 

6. Jhabvala, 1992, p. I 85: <<!ls se maniFcstcnt comme presences sur le chemin qui 
conduit Ahura Mazda a l'homme el l'hommc a Ahura Mazcla». 

7. In his book Naissance d'archa11ges, passim. 

8. Gray, 1904, pp.345-372. 

9 . Cf. Encyclopaedia /ranica, III/I, p. 38b. 

I 0. Essai, p.35: « ... a une extremile, Same el lmmortalite combattant la Malaclie ct la 
Mon ; 11 l'autre exlremite, genies des Eaux ct des Plantes combattant la Soif et la 
Faim. 

I I. Vol. 119. pp. 997-998. 
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I 2. Kellens-Pirart, 1990, II pp.249 ct 226. 

I 3. El 1/9, 998. 

14. Zend-Avesta Il,.pp.319-322. 

I 5. Eliade, 1976, pp.223-224. 

I 6. Essai, p. 61 note 3. 

I 7. Dumezil 1945, pp.159 sq. 

I 8. Essai, p.52 note 5. 

I 9. Essai, p.53 note 5: «Autrement dit, ii honore I' Amshaspand Ameretat dans une de 
ses productions, dont ii remet la garde ll l'un des pupilles du dieu.» 

20. Anklesaria 1956, p.79 (chap. Vl,D) ; Ph. Gignoux et A. Tafazzoli, 1993, 
pp.43 sq. 

2 I . Essai, p.49: «opposition ll la vieillesse, qui revivifie les marts, qui rend 
immortels les vivants.» 

2 2. Mackenzie, 1971, p.4 7. 

2 3. Essai, p.55 note 2. 

24. Zend-Avesta, II, pp.305 sq. 

2 5. Narten, 1982. 

2 6. Duchesne-Guillemin, 1962, p.264, quoting Moffall. 

2 7. Boyce, 199 l, pp.404-405. 

2 8. Gignoux, 1990, pp.72-84. 

2 9. Gignoux, 1990, p.76: «La premiere semaine du mois signifie un commencement, 
comme la semaine de la Genese II. l'origine de la creation du monde. le pense done 
que la relation, dans le mazdeisme tardif, entre les sept creations premieres, les 
sept A.S., et les sept premiers jours du mois, peut n'etre pas tres eloign~ des 
conceptions bibliques.» 

3 0. Bottero, 1986 et 1992. 
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3 I. Bouero, 1986, p.258: « ... Jc premier acte de la Creation du mondc traduit 
eitactement la mythologie des origines telle qu'on la trouve claboree dans la 
cclebre «Epopee babylonienne de la creation», l'E11uma elish.» 

39 

3 2. Reliq11es, I p.XXXI: «On peut dire que si la nouvelle Sorbonne s'est ouverte depuis 
si largement auit mcthodes et auit recherches purement scicntifiques, si l'on n'y 
entend plus parter de l'hostilitc el de l'antinomic pretcndue cntrc !'erudition cl 
I' esprit litteraire. ce resultat est dO en grandc partic au succcs de l'enseigncment 
inaugure par mon frere.» 

3 3. Essai, p.59: "··· le Parsismc, se corrompant au contact de la civilisation 
chrctienne, se reduit de jour en jour 11 n'etre plus qu'unc contrcfa~on incolorc du 
spiritualisme des Ari ens d 'Occident.» 

3 4. Chants populaires, p. I: «Si on remonte dans le passc, on voit que ces tribus a 
demi sauvages onl plus d'unc fois exerce une action decisive sur le sort de lcurs 
deux grands voisins, l'lnde ct la Perse». 

3 5. Cliants populaires, p. CLll: «Les Arghans n'ont pas d'histoire, parce que 
l'anarchie n'en a pas.» 

3 6. Coup d'oeil s11r l'histoire de la Per•e, p.20: «Le mcpris du Gree pour le Perse, nc 
pour l'esclavage, a etc l'une des forces les plus puissantes du progrcs humain.» 

3 7. Coup d'oeil, p.21: «Alexandre .. a persise la Grece, ii n'a pas hellenise la Perse.» 

3 8. Co11p d'oeil, p.21: «La Grece macedonienne n'avait guerc a prendre a la Pcrsc quc 
l'apotheose du despotismc et de la force, le mcpris de l'individu et des 
superstitions plus vastcs: cllc le fit. La Perse, de son cote, ne pouvait cmprunter a 
la Grece, triomphantc ct degeneree, de bien hautcs lci;ons, ni de nature a rclcvcr lcs 
intelligences ou lcs caracteres.» 

39. Coup d'oeil, p.29. 

40. Co11p d'oeil,pp 55-56: «Cette pocsie soufie est la gloirc de la Perse, mais aussi le 
signe de sa decheance .... clle aide a passer la vie. mais non pas 11 la vivre.» 
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James Darmester, an lranologist who had a profound knowledge of the 

Indian languages and civilization, paid special attention to those historical occasions 

when the Zoroastrian faith met with India. 

The first encounter, which may be called the "original" one, was the 

often conflictual process by which the Iranian and the Hindu religions shaped their 

respective identities from a common lndo-Iranian background. In this respect, the 

pages which Dannesteter gave in the third volume of his Zend-Avesta 1 still deserve 

the admiration of the modern reader. What he wrote there on the common 

mythological lore of both religions, and especially on the legends of Yama, Azi 

Dahaka, Thraetona, etc ... , anticipates in a striking manner the more recent analyses 

of S. Wikander and G. Dumezil;2 on the other hand, modem specialists of the lndo­

lranian borderlands, such as T. Burrow and Gh. Gnoli,3 explicitly appeal to his 

theory according to which the three Zoroastrian demons Indra, Saurva and 

Nanhaithya were not inherited from the past, but actually modeled on Indra, Sarva 

and Nasatya, gods of the Hindu neighbours whose cult the early Zoroastrians 

fiercely rejected. 

The second encounter between Zoroastrianism and India which 

Darmesteter knew of is the one which took place after the migration of the Parsis. 

Almost one millennium of in general pacific cohabitation led to influences being 

exerted at various intellectual levels, ranging from popular devotion to scholarly 

achievements. The first type of influences led to Parsi women occasionally bringing 

offerings to some Hindu sanctuaries and taking part in the celebrations of the Holi 

carnival; from the beginning of the last century onwards these practices have been 

gradually eradicated through the efforts of the Bombay Panchiiyat. But the main 

fruit of the intellectual contacts between Parsi learning and Indian thought, the 

Sanskrit translation of the Yasna by the Dastur Neryosang, was duly praised by 

Darmesteter as having provided the key to the first authentic philological 

understanding of the Avesta in the West. 

These two historical encounters of Zoroastrianism with India were not 

the only ones. Another took place in Central Asia, during a period which stretches 

from the 2nd century AD to the Muslim conquest in the 8th century. Dannesteter 
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did not know or even suspect it, as the main documents related to this curious 

phenomenon have been disi:ovcrcd or elucidated during the past twenty years. Had 

he known of it, it would certainly have excited his curiosity. Consequently, and also 

because this paper is addressed to an Indian audience, I have not felt it improper to 

present this still liule known subject on this particular occasion. 

The earliest evidence at our disposal comes from coins issued by the 

Kushan emperors Kani~ka and Huvi~ka, who ruled Bactria and Northern India 

during the 2nd century AD. The reverse sides of their coins show many different 

deities, most of them, but not all, being Zoroastrian yazatas depicted in Greek garb. 

One of the gods (fig. 2), however, has a general Indian look with his four arms, and 

a clear link with Vi~JJU through two of his attributes: the wheel (cakra), and the 

plough held in the upper left arm with the bent ends of the ploughshare on top 

(compare the early images of Balarama and K~~JJa on Inda-Greek coins and rock 

carvings from the Upper lndus4 ). But the god on the Kushan coin is designated by a 

Bactrian name wrillen in Greek script: MANAOBAGO, which was long ago 

recognised as Manah baga, "Manah the god". It thus appears lo he a variant ofVohu 

Manah, "Good Thought", one of the six Amciia Spcntas ("Bounteous Immortals") of 

the Zoroastrian theology. Some iconographical peculiarities of the image under 

discussion, which are not proper to Vi~JJU, can in fact be interpreted in the light of 

the functions devoted to Vohu Manah according to Zoroastrian texts of various 

dates. His bestowal of a ring and of an untied diadem could reflect the role of giver 

of khsathra, "power" which is attributed to him in the Giithiis. 5 The throne is 

mentioned in a passage in the Vendidiid (Vd.19.31) which describes Vohu Manah 

welcoming the souls of righteous men in Paradise. Also, Pahlavi texts associate him 

both with moon and cattle, 6 hence the crescent and the plough. This last attribute 

probably helped his assimilation to Vi~J)U, an assimilation which, however, appears 

not to be documented after the Kushan period. 7 

This was not the case with the second assimilation initiated in this 

period. It concerns the god whose images correspond lo the traditional types of Siva. 

He first appears on coins of the early Kushan emperor Vima Kadphises (fig. 1): here 

he is not directly named, although the title mahesvara given to the emperor 

obviously refers to the god he worships. But from the issues of Kani~ka onwards all 

the Kushan coins showing this god, in some cases with three heads (fig. 3), 

designate him with a Bactrian name OESO which was probably prononced Wis. 
There have been several allempts to derive this name from some Indian epithets of 

Siva: vi~a. "bull" ,8 or more recently Bhiitesa, an epithet witnessed at Mathura.9 

None of these solutions is convincing. In fact the correct explanation was put 

forward nearly two decades ago by Helmut Humbach, in a fundamental article to 
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which I shall often refer in this paper.10 Wes, he shows. is not an Indian form but an 

Iranian one: vayus, the nominative of Vay11 who in the Avesta is the god of the 

atmosphere. Humbach also demonstrates that the same god, with the same 

iconography, was worshipped later on in Central Asia under his full name 

Wesparkar, a perfectly regular outcome of the Avestan sequence Vay11s.uparo. 

kairyo, "Vayu who acts in the superior region". 

Coins issued in the 3rd and 4th centuries by the Sassanian viceroys of 

the former Kushan realm (fig. 4) depict the god with dishevelled hair on the top of 

his head, strangely contrasting with the Sassanian-style buns on both sides of the 

head: this detail reminds one that the Indian Vayu, the homonym and counterpart of 

the Iranian Vayu, is described as dwelling in Siva's hair. Surprising as it may appear, 

the Sassanian conquest of Bactria did not put an end 10 the official worship of this 

Siva-Vayu, who remains the deity by far the most frequently depicted on the 

coinage. But he then assumes a new, Pahlavi, name: Burziiwa11d yazad, "the god 

who posesses the heights", an approximate translation of the Avestan epithet of 

Vayu we have just examined: "(the one) who acts in the superior region". 

In the subsequent centuries we meet him again in Bactria; 11 but most 

of the evidence of his cult now comes from Sogdiana, the country whose capital was 

Samarkand. Although never included in the Kushan nor in the Kushano-Sassanian 

realm, this region always had commercial contacts with them; and from the 5th 

century onwards it was submitted to strong cultural and artistic influences from the 

south, as a result of Central Asia and north-west India coming under the rule of the 

Hephtalites, followed by the first Turkish empire. 

Within Sogdiana, the bulk of iconographic material on Siva-Vayu 

comes from the excavations of Panjikent, a small city lying sixty kilometres cast of 

Samarkand, and which has proved the "Pompei of Sogdiana" from the abundance of 

paintings it has yielded. Moreover, its excavators B.I. Marsak, V.I. Raspopova and 

V.G. Skoda (from the Hermitage Museum and the Saint-Petersburg Institute of the 

History of the Material Culture) are not only outstanding field archaeologists but 

also scholars well versed in the philological sources on Zoroastrianism. From their 

publications it appears that Siva-Vayu was one of the gods most frequently depicted 

al Panjikenl, both in the city temples and in private houses. In several paintings 

(fig. 7) he stands barefoot, dressed in a tiger skin and performing his cosmic dance 

on mountains symbolized by stylized rocks, in perfect accordance with the Hindu 

canon of Siva. Another image (fig. 8)12 displays the three-headed version we 

already met with on a Kushan coin (the central head is male, the right one female, 

the left one demoniac). This specimen is of special importance for several reasons. 

First. this is the only known instance where the image of the god is labelled with his 
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full Iranian name: We.iparkar (inscribed on his leg). Secondly, a wish is manifest to 

adapt the Indian iconography of the god to the genuine Iranian concept of Vayu: the 

female head blows a horn, a wind instrument never found with Siva, but very 

suitable for Vayu as god of the atmosphere. And the young god enthroned in front of 

him is a purely Iranian one, Apam Naplit, who embodies the fire element which lies 

within water - hence the two concentric haloes which surround him, the inner one 

made of flames and the outer one filled with aquatic creatures (fish and lritons). On 

this painting Vayu and Apam Naplit are obviously paired as personifications of 

natural clements.13 

Vayu was not the only Iranian high god whom the Sogdians 

consciously equated with an Indian one. A list of equivalences has been preserved in 

two Sogdian texts of Buddhist content, which have been brilliantly elucidated by 

Humbach in his above-mentioned article of 1975. One of them, a passage added to 

the Vessantara Jiiraka by the Sogdian translator (VJ 908-921), gives the physical 

description of five gods: Zurvan, Adhvagh. Wcsparkar, Nar5yar:ia, Vaisravar:ia. The 

last two are characterized by their normal Indian attributes : sixteen hands for 

Narayar:ia-Vi~nu, a full armour for Vaisravar:ia. The first three gods, despite their 

Iranian names, are given the attributes of Brahma, Indra and Siva-Mah5deva 

respectively: a beard for Zurvan. a third eye for Adhvagh, three faces for Wcsparkar. 

Another Sogdian Buddhist text (P 8, 41-42) fully confirms these equivalences, as 

here the first three gods are invoked under double names: Brahmli-Zurvan, lndra­

Adhvagh, Mahildeva-Wcsparkar. 

When he presented his theory, on a purely philological basis, 

Humbach could not predict that it would soon be backed, in almost every detail, by 

archaeological discoveries made in Sogdiana but also in the mountains of central 

Afghanistan. We have already ell:amincd the case of Siva-Wcsparkar. As for the 

enigmatic Adhvagh, given as the equivalent of Indra, he has recently been 

recognized by Marsak on a series of cultic terracotta figures from Samarkand and 

Panjikent (fig. 9): 14 the god, obviously a major one as shown by his crown tied with 

Sassanian royal fillets, sits on a throne shaped by the forequarters of two elephants, 

an animal which is precisely the vehicle of Indra in Hindu mythology. So much for 

Indra, but who is Adhvagh, his Iranian counterpart? Humbach had proposed to 

consider this name as an epithet qualifying no other than Ahura Mazda; and since 

then it has been shown that Adhvagh means in fact "supreme god", IS a fitting 

designation for the highest god of the Zoroastrian pantheon. This assimilation of 

Indra with Ahura Mazda represents a surprising revenge for the great Vedic god 

whom early Zoroastrianism had turned into a demon! 
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We arc lhus left with the last double-named god of the list: Brahma­

Zurvan. No image auributablc to him had so far been identi(jed; but among the 

divine symbols adorning the mural at Dokhtar-i Noshirwan (north of Bamiyan), to 

which we shall soon come back, I now propose to recognize lhe wild goose (l1a1J1sa), 

vehicle of Brahma as the elephant is of Indra (fig. 13). As the context here is neither 

Hindu nor Buddhist, bul clearly inspired by Sogdian Zoroastrianism, Brahma should 

siand for Zurvan. The god which occupies 1he cenlre of lhe composition is indeed 

Mithra, as shown by his lhronc rcsling on the forequarters of two horses .• a detail 

characlerislic of Sogdian images of this god (fig. 12), 16 and which has been proved 

to derive ullimatcly from the solar chariot of the Hellenistic sun god. Closer to the 

prototype is the more elaborate composition which surmounts the 38-metre Buddha 

at B1imiyan (fig. 11 ).17· As recognised long ago by the specialists of Indian art, the 

Iranian 1ype of Mi1hra has provided the inspiralion for the Hindu one of Surya, 

which constitutes an exception to the predominant direction of iconographic 

influences. 

Conlrary 10 1he cases of Zurvan, Ahura Mazda and Vayu, this 

assimilation of Mithra with his Hindu counterpart, unquestionable as it is, is not 

expressed in any of the Sogdian texts which have come down lo us. Now we know 

!hat Sogdian Zoroastrians had no reluctance to identify their own gods wilh Hindu 

ones. funher assimilaiions can be detected or assumed. Marsak has proposed that 

such a phenomenon took place between Vahram and Karttikeya.18 The result can 

probably be seen on a Zoroaslrian ossuary from southern Sogdiana (fig. 10), 19 

which shows the war god in full military attire and fitted with four arms in Hindu 

style lO make room for all his attributes: an arrow, a round shield, a wreath and a 

bird, which could be either Vahram's hawk or K5.rttikeya's parrot (the rendering is 

not precise enough to ascertain the identification). Next to the god sits the great 

goddess Nana, who in Cenlral Asia had inherited the functions of Anahitli; she too 

has four arms, and she has clearly come under the influence of Durgli, as shown by 

her mace. 

Contacts sometimes went further. At least one Indian god was 

introduced into the Zoroastrian Sogdian pantheon without explicitly merging with 

an Iranian counterpart: this is Vaisraval)a, who, as we have seen, is mentioned under 

this single name in the list of Sogdian gods, where he is described as dressed in full 

armour. I propose to identify him in a Panjikent painting (fig. 14),20 as the god who 

stands in front of a gate. With his attributes and with the contorted demon lying at 

his feet, he looks very close to Chinese and Japanese versions of Vaisraval)a 

(Bishamen, Bishamon). Judging from the context, the gate is surely the gate of Hell: 

cats walk on the top and the inside is covered with snake scales, two symbols which 
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have definite demoniac connotations. Beside it is the gate of Paradise, encrusted 

with gems and peopled by young women. All these details find analogies in Pahlavi 

texts which describe the hereafter, except that these do not mention any guardian of 

Hell. The reason why the Sogdians borrowed Vaisravar:ia for this function is 

probably that in Indian cosmology he is the guardian of the northern direction, the 

one which in Zoroastrianism belongs to the demoniac world. There is, also, a 

possibility that the Sogdian Vaisravar:ia inherited the lower province of the realm of 

Yama, the Inda-Iranian sovereign of all abodes of the deceased, both heavenly and 

subterranean; he was denied his former divine rank by Zoroastrian scriptures, but 

apparently kept it in Kush an Bactria, 21 as he did up to recent times among the 

Kafirs of the Hindukush. 

Still at Panjikent, Siva was in one place worshipped in the pure Hindu 

form of an ithyphallic Mahesvara keeping his consort Umii on his knees (the 

reluctance of Sogdian artists to represent nudity has led to the penis being covered, 

but it remains clearly visible under the skirt).22 Nothing is left here of the Iranian 

concept of Vayu; and the case seems all the more extreme as this statue was set in a 

chapel within the precincts of the major city temple, which was devoted mainly to 

the goddess Nana. The chapel, it is true, had an independent entrance on the street, 

and was isolated from the temple courtyard by a wall, which on the other side 

received a perfectly acceptable image of the Fravasis, the female guardians of the 

Zoroastrian Paradise.23 The chapel thus appears to have been carved out in the 

temple for use by a local or foreign Shivaite community, lo which it was probably 

leased or sold. As such, it bears witness to the high quality of the relations 

developed between Zoroastrianism and Hinduism. 

Having now surveyed, in chronological order, the most important 

evidence of these contacts, I shall suggest some elements of explanation for them. 

Such contacts can hardly be accounted for only by geographical 

proximity, as in religious life proximity leads to self-affirmation more often than to 

symbiosis. The border situation of Central Asia in the Zoroastrian world can, 

however, partly explain the long-lasting fortune of Siva-Vayu. As Henrik Nyberg 

surmised long before anything was known about OESO or Wesparkar,24 Vayu was 

an ancient great god of the Eastern Iranian tribes, whose acceptance within 

Zoroastrianism came as a result of a compromise, as shown by the distinction 
maintained in Pahlavi texts between the "god Vay" and the "evil Vay". This may 

have helped his assimilation to the foreign Siva, who is ambivalent as well and who, 

moreover, had integrated the concept of the Indian Vayu. As Humbach very aptly 

wrote, "the wind-god Vayu easily crosses the barrier which the Zoroastrian refonn 

had erected between the Iranian and the Indian religion".25 
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An important factor of explanation can probably be looked for in the 

auitude of the successive overlords of Central Asia after the fall of the 

Achaemenians - Greeks, Sakas, Kushans, Huns, Turks. None or almost none of 

them was a personal adherent to Zoroastrianism, so, contrary to their contemporaries 

in Iran, they cared lillle to preserve the doctrinal or ritual purity of this religion. But 

why did not the Zoroastrian Sassanians care more than their predecessors after their 

conquest of Bactria? For we have seen that on their coins they continued to depict 

Siva-Vayu standing next to his bull Nandi, limiting their initiative to replace the 

god's name by an epithet. On coins issued in Marv and Heral (lig. 5), the Sassanian 

viceroy is offering worship not to the lire, whose holder has been reduced to an 

incense-burner of dwarfish proportions, but to the enthroned statue of the deity. In 

Iran itself such a depiction would have been unthinkable at that time, after 

Ardashir's "iconoclastic" reformation. One is led, therefore, to ask whether in 

Bactria the Sassanian rulers and their mowbeds did not establish a sort of tactical 

alliance with local worshippers of Hindu cults, or with Hinduized magi, in order to 

fight the common enemy: Buddhism. In fact I do not know of a single document 

showing a Sassanian or Kushano-Sassanian official paying homage to Buddha, 

whereas a seal dating apparently from the 3rd or 4th century depicts one of them 

worshipping Vi~Qu or K~!;Qa (fig. 6).26 Although Dannestcter was mistaken in 

recognizing the name of Buddha behind the Avestan demon Budhi,27 Buddha is 

certainly the origin of but, the Pahlavi and Persian deprecatory word for "idol". With 

its monasteries, its schools of thinking, its synods, Buddhism probably looked like a 

more foreign and challenging force than Hinduism, which in Bactria presented itself 

rather as a collection of various local cults. 

In Sogdiana, too, the only exception to religious tolerance which we 

know about is the anti-Buddhist reaction which was carried out at the beginning of 

the 7th century, when the Chinese pilgrim Hsuan-tsang describes Zoroastrian priests 

or zealots anned with torches attacking Buddhist monks who tried to reoccupy 

abandoned monasteries. 28 The Sogdians who composed the translations of Buddhist 

texts which have come down to us were emigrants who had embraced Buddhism in 

China, and worked mostly from Chinese originals. On the other hand, the apparently 

unrestrained Hindu influence in Sogdiana is all the more surprising in a country 

which did not border India, nor was penetrated by sizeable groups of pennanent 

Indian settlers like Chinese Turkestan. But Sogdiana was at that time the main 

commercial crossroads of Asia, the seat of an open and in some ways democratic 

society. Religions both indigenous and foreign were, with the exception of 

Buddhism, allowed to compete freely without any interference from the State. It was 

also a society of pomp and display, where paintings often show open-air festivals 
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and lavish processions. This context could explain why some Hindu fonns of 

worship were eventually borrowed by the Zoroastrians themselves, notwithstanding 

the strength of their local tradition. Had they kept to their sober, secluded rituals, as 

well as to their degenerate copies of Greek divine images, they might have lost their 

position in towns and progressively receded into the countryside. As far as staging 

and plastic imagination are concerned, Hinduism surely provided the best model 

available on the international religious market of the time. 29 

In fact, paintings show that altars of Indian type, umbrella-shaped and 

fitted with hanging bells, were used in Zoroastrian ceremonies addressed to yazatas, 

like in the one illustrated here, which was probably performed in front of a statue of 

Farn, god of Fortune (fig. 15).30 It appears also that music was introduced in the 

cult: on an ossuary from the Samarkand region (fig. 16) one of the priests, dressed 

like those of today with their sacred girdle and mouth-mask (completed by a sort of 

balaclava covering the hair and beard), perfonns the funerary service of the 

cahiiom while seemingly agitating a rattle-type instrument in order to add rhythm 

to the recitation of his prayer to fire. 31 Also the early mediaeval temples of the local 

religion, known mostly from those excavated at Panjikent and at Dilberdjin near 

Balkh, provided ample space for public ceremonies in their pillared halls, galleries 

and open courtyards, whereas the only case where rooms for the fire cult are firmly 

documented (in the Temple I of Panjikent) shows that they occupied an 

inconspicuous side position.32 

We have already seen that Sogdian religious artists largely used two 

iconographic formulae devised by their Hindu predecessors in order to express the 

various functions of a particular god: the multiple arms, and the regular association 

of each god with his viihana - his animal mount or seat. In some cases the 

transposition was rather servile, but in others it led to very original results. Coming 

back to the image of Adhvagh - Ahura Mazda (fig. 9), one cannot but admire the 

richness of symbolic associations it awakes: might, expressed by the sword; royalty, 

expressed by the Sassanian crown and the elephant, the kingly mount par 

excellence, borrowed from Indra; sweet music played in Paradise, expressed by the 

lyre and plectrum borrowed from Byzantine images of King David 33 - which, 

incidentally, made the whole figure appealing also to Nestorian Christians living in 

Central Asia. It suffices to compare this expressive icon with the dry and 

unimaginative Ahura Mazda of the Sassanian sculptors, which is no more than a 

mirror image of the king himself.34 

The symbolic use of animals each linke~ to a particular deity 

continued a tradition already initiated in the Yasts of the Avesta, and the Hindu 

iconography simply enriched the stock of possible associations. The most 
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spectacular example of this animal code can probably be seen on the monumental 

painting which once adorned a cave sanctuary at Dokhtar-i Noshirwan, allributcd to 

the early 8th century (fig. 13).35 The enthroned Mithra wears a complicated crown 

surrounded by a halo from which eight animal heads protrude. Only six arc 

preserved, which anti-clockwise arc: an elephant, a goose, a bull, a lion, an ass and a 

wild goal. Although these animals arc unlikely to have been chosen arbitrarily, their 

significance has long remained a puzzle. But if one takes into account the 

documented equivalences between Hindu and Sogdian gods, and also the planetary 

functions of the latter,36 each of the surviving figures can receive an immediate 

explanation. The elephant stands for Indra, hence Ahura Mazda, hence Jupiter. The 

goose stands for Brahma, hence Zurvan, hence Saturn. The bull usually draws the 

chariot of Mii.h, the Moon. The lion is the vehicle of Nana-Aniihita, hence Venus. 

The ass is explicitly associated with Tistrya, patron of the planet Mercury, in the 

Pahlavi B1mdahii11 ( XXIV.10-21) .37 The wild goal is the ninth incarnation of 

Vahram, hence Mars. As for the two missing figures, one could have been a horse, 

the Sun as a planet being repeated in the halo of his god Mithra. But which figure 

occupied the eighth position? Perhaps the elephant of Jupiter, repeated at the lower 

left end for symmetry and as a special reverence to the "Supreme God"? Or the 

tortoise, viihana of Riihu the ascending lunar node, whom a Sogdian divinatory text 

(P 22, 15 and 19) mentions as "Raxu, king of the Asuras" together with the Sun 

("Khuwir Vagh"), Jupiter ("Urmazd") and Saturn ("Kewiin", the alternative, 

Babylonian name for this planct)?38 In India also Riihu was added to the list of the 

seven planets, which at a later period was further extended to nine (the navagralras) 

by the inclusion of Kctu the descending lunar node. Taken as a whole, the 

compositional scheme at Dokhtar- i Noshirvim recalls in fact the Indian one, as there 

too the planets arc sometimes disposed around the central figure of Surya;39 but the 

systematic use of animal symbols for the heavenly bodies, and the individual 

associations of most of them, find no parallel in Indian iconography. 

It is now lime to conclude, and to ask to what extent the Central Asian 

mixture which I have presented in this paper can be called Zoroastrianism. The 

material we have examined could give the impression that in Sogdiana the gradual 

reintroduction of the pre-Zoroastrian polytheism, initiated in the "late Avestan" 

stage, was after one millennium brought to its natural conclusion: a full 

reconciliation between the two branches issued from the common Indo-Iranian 

trunk. The religious situation of Sogdiana already posed a problem for the Sassanian 

priests, as shown by the section on this country in the geographical treatise 

1ahrestonihli f Eran (2-7). 40 Here Samarkand is presented as a land of very ancient 

Zoroastrian tradition, a place where Key Khosrow built an Ates Bahriim and where 
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even Zoroaster preached his message. But a breach in the tradition was caused by 

two villains: one historical, Alexander, who burnt the copy of the Avesta, and one 

legendary, Afrasiab, who transfonned all the "seats of the gods" into "idol-temples 

of the demons". So this text appears to reflect both an awareness of the Zoroastrian 

claims of the Sogdians, and a reluctance towards their fonns of worship. 

On the other hand, Chinese records consistently characterized 

Sogdiana as a country which worshipped "fire" and the "god of Heaven".41 And if 

the question was asked to a Sogdian worshipper of Adhvagh or Wesparkar, there is 

little doubt that he called himself a Zoroastrian or a Mazdean. Here one should not 

forget that our documentation on Sogdian religion is somewhat biased, as it mainly 

reflects those aspects which were the most permeable by alien influences -

aJchitecture and iconography. Even there, the Sogdian artists sometimes reached 

more conservative solutions than those we have examined: see, for example, a 

newly published ossuary (fig. 17)42 which depicts, at the bottom register, the 

ceremony of the cahiirom, and at the upper register the flying soul of the deceased, 

welcomed by Vohu Manah or Sraosa sitting next to the Dacna and Asa Vahista. Had 

more texts survived, lhey would probably have given a more traditional picture than 

the one obtained merely from the archaeological documemation. In fact, the only 

Sogdian text of Zoroastrian content which has come down lo us opens with a 

Sogdian transcription of the prayer Asem Vohu, and, except for the substitution of 

the name Adhvagh for Ahura Mazda, it continues with a pure pastiche of Avestan 

fonnulae: "At that time when the king of the gods, the famous, skilful Adhvagh, was 

residing in the sweet-smelling Paradise in Good Thought, there came thither the 

perfect, righteous Zarathushtra, paid homage to him, from the left knee to the right, 

from the right knee lo the left, and addressed him thus: ' 0 God, beneficent law­

maker, justly deciding judge .. .' .. 43 

Increasing Muslim pressure eventually led to a rapprochement 

between the Zoroastrians from Iran and those from Sogdiana. We know that in 830 

the latter appealed to their brethren in Fars for advice abi)ul the reconstruction of a 

Tower of Silence which probably had been knocked down.44 A few decades earlier 

the Parsi founding fathers had chosen India as their refuge. They came from Sanjan, 

not far from Heral, and their numbers were soon swollen by other emigrants from 

the Eastern Iranian regions, so that one cannot exclude that a living memory of long 

and fruitful contacts with Hinduism played a part in their choice. 
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39. Banerjea 1956, pp. 429, 443-445, with pis. XXX:l and XXXl:l-2. The navagrahas 
are always represented as human figures. 

40. Ed.-transl. J. Markwart, A Ca1alogue of the provincial capitals of Eriim~al1r, Rome 
1931, pp. 8-10: pas gizis1ag Friis{iy/iig iT1ir har(w) ek 11iiemag i bayii11 
[or: •yazadiin ] uzdestaziir i •dewiin 11ad-ii kard . This passage provides a reverse 
parallel to Kirdir (KKZ 10, KNRm 30-31, KSM 14): uzdes gugiilii11d gilist i dewiin 
wiiiibi ud yazadan gah ud niiem akin" "idols were destroyed and the abodes of the 
demons disrupted and made into thrones and seals of the gods" (ed. transl. D.N. 
MacKenzie, in Tire Sassania11 Rock Reliefs at Naqsh-i Rustam (lraniscl1e De11kmiiler 
l 311l/l ), Berlin 1989, pp. 42, 54, 58). See also the apocalyptic text Zand i Wallman 
Yasn (4.58), where "Sogdians" are mentioned together with "Chionitcs, Turks, 
Khazars, Tibetans, inhabitants of deserts and mountains, Chinese, Kabulis, 
Byzantines" in a list of "non-Iranian slaves" hostile to the faith (Z,and-f Vol11ima11Yasn. 
ed.-lransl. B.T. Anklesaria, Bombay 1958, pp. 34-35). 

41. E.g. The Ufe of Hiuen-tsiang, 1oc. cit. (n. 2&); Chavannes 1903, p. 135. 
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42. Kraseninnikova 1993. and my remarks pp. 60-65. 

43. British Library Fragment 4: Sims-Williams I Gcrshevitch 1976. pp. 46-48, 75-82. The 
arguments adduced here in favour of a Manichean attribution of the text raised some 
linguistic objections from M. Schwartz (p. 82 note 116). and are less convincing 
since Humbach has established that Adhvagh is the name by which Sogdian 
Zoroastrians called Ahura Mazda; moreo~·er, this text was apparently copied by the 
same scribe as Fragment I 3 which contains one episode of Rustam's adventures. A 
parallel text -(questions asked by Zoroaster to Adhvagh) has been published by 
Yoshida 1979. 

44. The Persian Ri1'(1yatJ of Hormazyar Framarz and Others, transl. B.N. Dhabhar, 
Bombay 1932, pp. 104-105. 
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DARMESTETER AND THE STUDY 
OF MODERN IRANIAN LANGUAGES 

PIERRE LECOQ 

James Darrncstctcr was not only the famous scholar who twice 

lrnnslated the A vcsta, first into English and later into French, but he was also a 

devoted student of modem Iranian languages, mostly Persian, the most used western 

Iranian culture language and Pashto, the second most used Iranian language, spoken 

in Afghanistan and in the neighbouring countries. 

His studies of the historical grammar of the Persian language were 

published in 1883, with the title, "Etudcs iraniennes" (Iranian Studies), in a huge 

volume. The second part includes valuable articles on literature, mythology, 

lexicography, religion, etc. All this bears witness to the deep and fine scholarship of 

Darmestetcr. However, as this is beyond the scope of the present paper, it will not be 

discussed here. 

The first part is entitled "Etudes sur la grammaire historique de la 

langue persanc" (Studies of Persian Historical Grammar). Actually, it was a 

remodelled version of a slightly earlier essay which merited an award given by the 

"Academic des Insciptions et Belles Letlres" (the French Academy of Inscriptions 

and Bclles-Lettrcs) in 1881. 

From the very beginning, Darmesteter acknowledged the continuity of 

the Persian language from the VIth century B.C. up to modern times. 

From philologists we know what is called "Old Persian", the language 

of the prestigious inscriptions carved at Persepolis, Susa, Bisotun and other places 

by the Achaemcnid Emperors who worshipped the Supreme Being Ahura Mazda, 

the same god venerated by the Prophet Zarathushtra in the Avesta. 

The language of the Achacmenid inscriptions must be considered as 

the direct ancestor of modern Persian, but the same cannot be said about the Avestan 

language. Dannestetcr wrote: "Avestan (or "Zend" as it was called at the time) and 

Persian are two separate boughs, neither of the two languages can be derived from 

the other''. 1 

After the collapse of the Achaemenid Empire, the Seleucid and the 

Arsacid periods provide no documents of any real value. We must wait till the dawn 

of the Sassanian dynasty in order lo once again find links with the Persian language 

which developed into a state which is not very different from the modem language. 

By "Persian language", says Dannesteter (p. 3), "I do not mean 

precisely the idiom of modem Persia, which we read in its purest form in the Book 
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of Kings by Firdausi. During its long history, the language has not been submiued to 

any substantial changes".2 

This statement has been criticized by G. Windfuhr. in his Persia11 
Grammar (The Hague, 1979, p. 18-19), who considers the stability of Modern 

Persian as a myth. We cannot discuss here what stability of a language is. It is 

needless to say that the recognition of different levels appearing in the ten century 

history of modem Persian is an established fact. 

In my opinion, it would be a great injustice to argue with Darmesteter 

on this point. Rather let us compare Persian with some western languages. Old 

English, or Anglo-Saxon, as we can read it in the writings of King Alfred or Bede is 

unintelligible for a modem Englishman without a special philological training. The 

same can be said about French. The language of the early documents of the Xlth 

century is just a scribble for the average Parisian of today. 

But the situation of Persian is not the same. The Persian of Firdausi is 

not so different as to prevent a modern Iranian from enjoying the great poet. 

Dannesteter insists on the linguistic continuity of Persian as we know it in three 

chronological stages (Old, Middle and Modern Persian), from the point of view of a 

comparatist and philologist who asserts his method On this point he is perfectly 

right. You cannot describe the historical development of a language without a prior 

knowledge of its roots. 

We can only mention briefiy the subject matter of the first chapter 

which does not pertain to modern languages. Dannesteler supports the idea that 

Avestan was a western Iranian language formerly spoken in Media. He gives a 

short, but accurate description of the nature of the Pahlavi, or Middle Persian, 

language and its artificial character of "langue savantc" with its use of Semitic, 

Aramaic, words used as ideograms, and also a valuable account of the evolution of 

the script. 

All this would be an interesting subject of discussion and evaluation in 

the scope of modern science. It would reveal the pertinency of many of 

Darmesteter's views. 

Before we proceed to our main subject, it would seem necessary lo 

take a short look at the situation of comparative and historical linguistics al the end 

of the 19th century. 

Everybody knows that comparative linguistics began in the first years 

of thi; 19th century. The foundations of the new science were laid in Franz Bopp's 

Ober das Co11jugatio11ssytem der Sa11skritsprache in Vergleichung mit je11em der 
griechischen, latei11ische11, persiscl1e11 und germanischen Sprachen, which appeared 

in 1816. Old Persian was not very well known then. Colonel Rawlinson published 
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lhc first copy of lhe greal inscription of Bisitun in I 847 (The Journal of the Royal 

AJiatic Society, Volume IO). 

Surprisingly enough, Avestan is absent from Bopp's work. It would 

appear however in his major publication Vergleicliende Grammatik ... (Comparative 

Grammar ... ), published between 1833 and 1852. It suffices to say that Persian, 

although a modern language, was associated with the oldest lndo-European 

languages, from the very start of comparative linguistics. 

After Franz Bopp many scholars devoted themselves to the historical 

phonology and morphology of Persian. Here are just a few: Ascoli, Pott, de Lagarde, 

Noldekc, Spiegel, etc. Special mention must be made however of the first detailed 

comparative Persian grammar written by Johann August Vullers: lnstitutiones 

li11f1twe Persicae cum Sa11scrita et Ze11dica lingua comparata, Giessen, 1840-50 (a 

second, revised, edition, with a slightly different title appeared in I 870). The same 

scholar also published the first etymological dictionary, Lexicon Persico-latinum 

etymologicum ... , Bonn, 1855-64. 

Here is not the place to compare the respective merits of Vullers and 

Darmesteler in detail and to describe each new idea introduced by the latter. Even at 

first glance, the reader is struck by the great clarity of Dannesteter's work. He makes 

a complete and critical presentation of what had been written before him His 

compilation is far better arranged than his predecessors'. 

On the other hand, Vullers thinks and writes with the indo­

Europeanist's view. One of his main concerns is to define the place of Persian 

among the lndo-Europcan languages. However, Darmesteter's objective, as we have 

seen, is to show the evolution of Persian, in the largest meaning of the word, inside 

the specific linguistic branch to which it belongs. 

The second chapter of his work is an account of the phonetic evolution 

of the language. He illustrates the difference between Avestan and Persian. Worthy 

of notice is his postulation of the existence of a vocalic "r" in Old Persian, ex. in 
kru.i-. like in Sanskrit (p. 49). His chronological evaluations may be considered now 

as obsolete, but it is funny to observe that his view has been long neglected, even in 

the most recent Old Persian Grammar, by R.G. Kent (1953). Now, we must revert to 

the existence of a vocalic "r" in Old Persian. Kent was wrong because he omitted the 

ultimate evolution of the language. Darmesteter did not. 

The main lines of his description are still valuable today, except on 

one point, something for which his scholarship is not reponsible. At the present 

time, we know that the vocabulary of Persian has been invaded by a large number of 
borrowings from a neighbour Iranian language. For instance, words like~ "horse", 
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filWr "town", and many others, are not pure Persian words, a fact which creates 

confusion in any analysis of the history of the Persian phonetics. 
It was only at the end of the 19th century that a solution to the 

problem was found. The discovery in Central Asia of hundreds of documents 
written in various Iranian languages allowed us to make acquaintance with the 
Parthian language. It was clear then that the idiom, the official language of the 
Arsacids who were the predecessors of the Sassanian dynasty, was responsible for 
the chaotic situation of the Persian vocabulary. 

The third chapter is devoted to morphology. It shows the main theory 
on which the whole conception of the study finds its foundation or its philosophy. 
The disintegration of the Old Persian morphology, by a process which quickly led to 
the disappearance of the ancient and complicated flexional system of nouns and 
verbs, cannot be dissociated from the profound transfonnation of the syntax. 

In other words, Persian had become one of the most analytical modern 
Indo-European languages, to a higher degree than English or French, and its 

grammatical structure was already established in Middle Persian. The rapid and 
inexorable disintegration took place between the language's fonn which is reflected 
by the late inscriptions at the end of the Achaemenid Empire in the 4th century B.C. 
and the emergence of the epigraphic documents at the outset of the Sassanian period 
in the 3rd century A.O. 

Many of his theories have been accepted by later scholars, for 
instance, his explanation of the verbal endings kard-i. kard-jm. kard-jd. as a new 

formation derived from the old causative suffix. 

Darmesteler also gives an explanation of the thorny problem of what 
is now called "ergativity". It concerns both the Iranian and Indian modern 
languages. It is a most intricate problem and I shall try to explain it in a simple way. 

In Old Persian you find an imperfect, with preterital use,_rulrun 
akunavam "I did". The same idea may be expressed by a passive mana kr!am ''by 

me was done". There is nothing surprising here. The exact same alternative 
contruction is found in other languages, even in classical Sanskrit where ~"he 
said" alternates freely with the passive tena uktam "by him was said". 

The amazing thing is that in its later development we find a parallel 
and odd evolution in both the Iranian and Indian languages. In the past tenses, a 
transitive verb may not be conjugated as an intransitjve verb. In English, there is no 
difference between "I went" and 

"I did". but in Kurdish, for example, you must say ~ "I went" 
and mia..kir "/ did". The latter form is not a passive, but rather something between 
active and passive. The same construction is not only found in Pashto za wliii:am "I 
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went". vs. mii kral "I did" and in most other Iranian languages, but also in: Hindi 

mae ca/ii. but maene kinya and in other languages as well. 

Other complications also exist, such as the agreement of the verb and 

its direct complement, something which uses to frustrate the desperate foreign 

learner of the language.Middle Persian had that special construction, but rhe modern 

language has lost it. Fol what reason is Persian so simple now and why is there no 
longer a difference between man ra(tam "I went" and man kardam "I did"? 

As we have seen, in all the other languages the personal pronouns 

have two forms, one for the subject and the other for the agent. Darmester thinks 

that in Persian one of the two forms of each pronoun disapeared by a mechanical 

process of phonetic reduction. Transitive and intransitive verbs in past times 

therefore merged into one and the same paradigm. 

However good or bad is the explanation, we again see here 

Darmesteter's view that morphology and syntax arc deeply associated in the 

evolutionary process of a language. Let us put it in other words: language is a 

structure. Each particular modification involves a modification of the whole system. 

All this took place in 1880 and at that time young de Saussure was in Paris. His 

Cours de linguistique generale appeared some years later and after him his brilliant 

follower, the comparatist Antoine Meillet, would insist unrelentlessly on the same 

conception. 

I dare not say that Darmesteter inspired de Saussure on the point, but 

it is a question to be asked to historians in historical linguistics. Undoubtedly, at the 

end of the I 9th century, structuralism was on the way, in France. Not everywhere, 

though. Twenty years after Darmesteter's Etudes, the German scholar Paul Horn 

published a new historical grammar of Persian in the Grundriss der iranischen 

Philologie. It is a highly valuable work that is well documented, but it seems to me 

that the general concepts still renect the mechanic"al and atomizing concepts of the 

"Jung Grammatiker". 

In his short etymological dictionary of Persian (Grundriss der 

neupersischen Etymologie, Strassburg, 1893), Paul Horn pays homage to 

Darmesteter's work when he writes: "Dannesteter, who is quite often quoted here in 

Germany. does not seem to care about quoting the name of his predecessors in his 

'Etudes' and elsewhere. H. Hiibschmann, in his Persische Studien (Strassburg, 

1895), did not fail to recognize the importance of Darmesteter's work. 

It is a pity that after Darmesteter in France, Paul Horn and 

Hiibschmann in Gennany, and others in other countries, no major his1orical study of 
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Persian has appeared except for a short essay which was recently published in 

Russian. It is one of the greatest desiderata in the field of Iranian linguistics. 

Thus. Darmesteter's Ewdes iraniennes is certainly worth reading, even 

today. . .... 
Despite the importance of the Etudes iraniennes we must not forget 

another important book devoted to a modern Iranian language, the Chants 

Popu/aires des Afghans (Popular Songs of the Afghans, or Pathans) which was 

published in 1888-1890, the decade following the "Eludes" .Pashto is along with 

Persian. now called dari, a major language in Afghanistan. It is also spoken on the 

other side of the Afghan border, from Peshawar to Quella, and even in the north of 

Peshawar. 

The language allracted the attention of European scholars only at the 

beginning of the 19th century. One of the most interesting descriptions of the 

language and its people was made by M. Elphinstone in his famous book Accoullt of 

the Kingdom of Caubul (London, 1815). Some valuable material was compiled 

shortly afterwards by the Russian counsellor of state, 8. Dom, in 1840-1845. 

Pashto is quite a different language from Persian and other Iranian 

idioms like Kurdish and Balochi. There was a time when Pashto was classified 

under the Semitic languages. Some scholars were of the opinion that Pashto 
contained Hebrew words, ex.: Qi "fire" was identified with the Hebrew Qr ."light" 

This word must of course be derived from Avestan fl.tar-, and the same word is 

found in Persian a&r, and modem Persian itei. 
The funny idea chat Pashto was a Semitic language was likely 

suggested by a native tradition which would have wanted the Afghans to be 

descendants from Jacob the Patriarch. A similar tradition is found among the 

Balochs. 

When Ernest Trumpp published his Grammar of the Pasto ( 1873), it 

was admitted that Pashto was an Inda-European language. The problem arose from 

its classification inside the great family. Was it to be considered as an Iranian or an 

Inda-Aryan tongue? 

Some scholars, like Friedrich Miiller ascribed the Pashto 

unhesitatingly to the Iranian family. Trumpp agreed with him that some phonetic 

and morphological features could only have come from the Avestan. However, 

according to him, Pashto also exhibits some other phonetic features (Che cerebrals), 

many declensional and conjugational formations, and moreover its very large stock 

of words which can only be explained by a direct derivation from the adjoining 

Prakrit idioms, mainly Sindhi, but also Panjabi. 
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Trumpp therefore reaches the conclusion that «Pashto is by no means 

a Prakrit idiom, like Sindhi, etc., but an old independent language forming the first 

transition from the lndo-Aryan 10 the Iranian family and therefore panicipating of 

the characteristics of both, hut slill with predominent Prakrit features». (p. XII). 

Such was the stale of affairs when Dannesteter came on a journey 10 

India during 1he spring and summer of 1886, with 1he help of a gran1 given to him 

by the French Ministry of Education. 

His· purpose was, as he explains it in the introduction of his book, Lo 

provide European philologisls and historians with genuine and direct specimens of 

the language and the popular ideas of the Afghans. 

He also expresses his intention to consider two imponant problems: 

lhe origin of the Afghan people and the classification of the language. He confesses 

though that a decisive solution cannot yet be found for the first of theses problems, 

hut that with regard Lo the second one, the situation of Pashto does not permit any 

doubt. It is definitely an Iranian language, derived directly from the Avestan, or 

from a very similar Avestan dialect, and therefore it is not an lndian dialect, nor a 

transition language, as Trumpp believed it was. 

The first part of the book is devoted to the phonology and morphology 

of Pashto. It is the first complete descriptive and historical grammar of the language. 

A particular altention is paid to the borrowings from Indian languages because they 

were responsible for the erroneous attribution of Pashlo, by some scholars, to the 

lndo-Aryan family. 

Darmesteler also studies the problem of the origin of retroflex 

consonants. We know for a fact that retroflex consonants are characteristic of Indian 

languages, not only lndo-Aryan, from the Vedic times till the modern languages, but 

also Dravidian. Contrary to Trumpp he shows, that the sounds, except for two of 

them, occur only in Indian words borrowed by Pashto. The two exceptions may be 

explained by a natural evolution from Iranian, although they do not exist, or better 

said, they did not exist in the linguistic family. Their appearance in Pashlo, as well 

as in other eastern Iranian languages, as we know at present, is easily explainable by 

the action of an ancient Indian substrat. 

As regards the morphological side of the question, Darmesteter agrees 

that the situation is less decisive. In its development from Old Iranian, Pashlo went 

its own way and is therefore structurally quite different from Persian. IL is also very 

difficult to explain the morphological evolutionary processes exclusively from 

Avestan. As a matter of fact, we should not be surprised by it. We know quite well 

that in almost all the Inda-European languages, evolution has led to a progressive 
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and complete destruction of noun and verb endings. Thus, the new morphological 

systems have little in common with the old ones. 

In the field of syntax, the genitive relation is expressed according to a 

well known iranian type: the determiner is introduced by a preposition, before the 

noun that follows. On the other hand, the Indian construction is adjectival and shows 

a strong tendency in using postpositions. 

Dannesteter's arguments proved to be convincing and the veracity of 

his theory has never been questioned since. 

The problem of the origins of the people will not detain us long. We 

have said already that a solution will not soon be found. I cannot resist quoting 

Dannester who explains the reason why: «The Afghans have no history, because 

anarchy has no history». 3 

What follows is a brief but substantial account of the Afghan 

literature, written and oral languages, a full description of the prosody and an 

elaborate analysis of the popular poetry. The main body of the book is an impressive 

bulk of poems with a French translation: historical narratives, religious legends, 

romantic baliads, love songs, etc. 

Most of the songs have been collected in Peshawar, some of them in 

Abbotabad. Darmesteter explains the technic he used to collect the poems. Each 

singer was asked to perfom1 a song, then a munshi transcribed it. Afterwards both of 

them gave Darmesteter the necessary explanations, which are reproduced in the 

footnotes of the publication. 

The Cha/Its Populaires arc not only a remarkable achievement in the 

field of linguistics, but they have long been a unique testimony of this literary genre. 

They are all the more precious since that sort of literature is liable to vanish without 

a trace forever. They also bear witness to historical events and cultural features of 

the Afghans, which otherwise would have faded away. 

One is astonished by the vast, solid and ingenious learning of 

Darmesteter. His competence was not limited lo the Semitic languages and the old 

idioms of Iran. He also had a great ability in Indian linguistics. Moreover, he was 

not only a scholar in the library, but proved to be an excellent researcher out in the 

field. 

Dannesteter is rightly celebrated for his translation of the Avesta, but I 

think it would be a great injustice if the posterity was to disregard his achievements 

in modern Iranian languages. 
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NOTES 

I. Etudes iraniennes l, p. 9: "Le zend et le perse sont deux rameaux ind~pendants l'un 
de l'autre, c'est-1!.-dire que ni le zend ned~rive du perse, ni le perse du zend et qu'aucun 
des deux n'est un moment du d~veloppement de l'autre." 

2. Op. cit., p. 3: "j'entends par langue pi::rsane, non pas le persan proprement dit, c'est-1!.­
dire la langue de la Perse modeme. dont le type le plus purse trouve dans le livre des 
Rois de Firdousi (Xe siecle) et qui n'a point subi d'altfration sensible depuis cene 
fpoque jusqu'1'l nos jours: j'entends toute l'ftendue du dfveloppement linguistique dont 
le persan modeme est le demier moment ... " 

3. Chants populaires l, p. CLII: "Les Afghans n'ont pas d'histoire, parce que l'anarchie 
n'en a pas". 
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In 1881, James Darmesteter completed the English translation of the 

Vendidad, the theological core of the Zend-Aves/a. Thereafter he began to work on 

the translation of the second part: the Yasht and the Niyayesh. In his desire to 

compare the extensive mythological material he had examined in the course of his 

studies on ancient Iranian languages, Darmesteter left the translation of the Gatha to 

L.H. Mills and that of the Pahlavi Texts to E.W. West. The French philologist 

himself then turned to mythology and, in 1881, wrote "Le Dieu Supreme des 

Aryens". I In this article, he clearly stated that theology and belief in a personal god 

were abstractions that came afterward. He felt that primitive belief merely envisaged 

a separation of sky from earth and honoured the former. The relationship with the 

sky was not only primitive but became a source for law through the ideal of justice 

that it gave rise to. Throughout his life and work, Dannesteter was to remain 

attached to this social aspiration. 

According to Darmesteter, the ideal of justice represented the hope of 

"the coming of the sky on earth", an ideal theologians chose solely as a metaphor for 

Messianism. However, Dannesteter detected theist overtones among the Indo­

Europeans in their relationship with the sky. Pursuing his enquiry, he also explored 

the Judaic culture in 1881. 2 As was to be expected, he saw the same evolutionary 

pattern occur throughout the course of Semitic history: a simple religion (the 

relationship with the sky) becoming an abstract theology (Messianism). 

As if this vast body of mythological elements was not enough, 

Darmesteter decided to extend the scope of his study to include the whole of Modern 

Europe. In his introduction to Shakespeare's Macbeth, he delighted in finding the 

same evolutionary pattern in Elizabethan drama: the separation of sky and earth as 

the cause of injustice. His theory, applied to France, became part of the school 

curriculum of the time: it showed how Gaul, a nation which cherished justice, was 

transformed into France, a monarchy, that came to be known as "the eldest daughter 
of the Church".3 

Listing, the numerous projects Dannesteter undertook in 1881, gives 

us a clearer idea of his approach to Zoroastrianism. There is a popular misconception 

that encyclopedic knowledge precludes depth of analysis. In Darmesteter's case, this 

would be failing to do justice to the implicit system that underlies his work. 
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Moreover, eclecticism was very much in vogue throughout the second half of the 

19th century, in keeping with the tradition of German historical philosophy. 

Darmesteter, critical of this school of philosophy, was fascinated 

instead by another system: Darwinism. Like his brother Arsene,4 he too allempted 

to apply the theory of evolution to linguistics, especially to mythology. This 

romantic fascination for the power of the Origin and the Word is reflected in the 

lyricism of Damresteter's translations and even in his scientific exposes; a lyricism 

the Anglo-Saxons frowned upon. However, a careful reading of his work, especially 

his critical reviews, reveals the precision of his terminology. Let us consider for 

instance, as a historian of anthropology, his critical appreciation in 1881 of the 

folklorist Eugene Rolland.s The title itself "Le Folklore et sa methode'' engages our 

attention. Furthermore, in a posthumous tribute to Darmesteter, Gaston Paris, who 

published the review, underscored the epistemological value of the text full of 

"profound observations on the real nature of what is called 'folklore".6 At the time 

however, such was the ascendancy of philology that no one took much notice of the 

ideas expressed- in this text. Today, when multidisciplinarity is very much in favour 

and orientalism has been debunked as an a priori construct, Darmesteter's review 

assumes great significance. 

Dannesteter himself was aware of the prejudices against orality that 

existed during his time. He was under no illusion as to how scholars would react lo 

the work of Eugene Rolland. His plan lo compile a "complete encyclopedia of 

European folklore" was dismissed as being far too ambitious. Darmesteter argued 

that the blame for the closure of the journal Me/usine, coedited by Rolland and 

Gaidoz, lay squarely with the institutions as they withdrew their support to it. For 

Darmesteter, however, the journal had a rare quality: a simplicity of purpose 

unmatched either "in England or Germany". Darmesteter said this simplicity con­

sisted in "gathering material and drawing a few parallels, emphasizing al the same 

time the existence of "only one European, or even universal, folklore". 

On the one hand, the diffusionist theory in vogue in the Anglo-Saxon 

world found itself reduced to a weak justification of colonialism. Who among "the 

most ardent supporters of the primitive tradition of humanity'', after reading Eugene 

Rolland, would put together in "a common tradition going back to a primitive 

rela1ionship" levels of discourse as dissimilar as that of myths and hearsay? 

Darmesteter maintained that the only valid comparison was that of mythological 

elements taken from similar cultural substrata: grouping together myths related to 

the "legend of the deluge" was relevant when functional characters were compared -

for instance both Yama of the Avesta and Noah of the Bible have been regarded as 
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the Guardian of the World. But the exercise became meaningless when old wives· 

tales were included. 

On the other hand, the limits of the culturalist theory that the 

upholders of Germanic philosophy adhered to in the name of the genius of the race, 

became apparent. Who, "among the most resolute adherents of the universal identity 

of human nature", asks Darmesteter, after seeing this work on folklore, would have 

the temerity to proclaim "a creation everywhere independent and everywhere 

identical"? The fact that Eugene Rolland's inquiry upset prevailing attitudes called the 

scholar to reflect on his method and apprehend how it influenced the data collected. 

Darmesteter accepted the challenge and shifted the line of demarcation that his elders 

had drawn arbitrarily between 'early' and 'late' or between 'universal' and 'particular'. 

What was emphatically called Tradition had to be viewed at two levels: the language 

of popular belief and scholarly discourse of the clergy. 

Darmesteter then took to task the small group of learned men who 

ventured to carry out field work without taking into consideration the fact that they 

unquestionably belonged to the scholarly community and not the popular class. This 

type of investigator persisted in trying to get the event to speak for itself without 

realizing that when questioned "according to the rules of the game", the informant 

would never communicate to him "what he knew naturally but what he had heard 

from the local scholar, the school teacher, the priest or the cock of the walk". The 

sociological questionnaire may be seen as the last avatar of the civilization of the 

Book with its inherent feeling of superiority. For Darmesteter, such a procedure 

stemmed from the refusal to take into account an authentic ethnoscience. In every 

folklorist who rejects the participatory method there lurks a dormant historiographer. 

Darmesteter says: "If without bothering to look any further one takes to be po.,ular 

tradition whatever is given in the Book as belief, custom or legend, the only result 

can be an endless source of error." 

Darmesteter is emphatic about this: what matters is the quality and 

quantity of informants. Accordingly, he was extremely circumspect when dealing 

with what he considered to be the ultimate reference of the scholars: the sacrosanct 

"earlier tradition"; for him this was mere hearsay and in no way comparable to "direct 

and personal observation". By mixing "direct observation" with pedantic scholarship, 

one could well end up confusing a "so-called line of modem folklore" with "a line of 

Pliny", and seek justification for such a hotch-potch in a long "scholarly tradition" 

of obscure origins. Eugene Rolland's simplicity is thus salutary. But for those who 

believed in systems, James Darrnesteter provided a matrix which incorporated in the 

field of culture what had already been demonstrated in the case of language structure. 

An empirical law states: "the experience of languages whose history has been studied 
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proves that in such a case, thanks to the specific development of each idiom, what is 

apparently similar is erroneous and the real similarities arc hidden." 

This law was applied to the study of myths through a formal 

classilication of their content in relation to the category of tradition they belonged 

to: 

I. "an apparent similarity of traditions based solely on a illusory 

knowledge, idolun1 libri"; 

2. "a real similarity of traditions, but going back to an original source 

of knowledge which had penetrated the popular class"; 

3. "finally a real similarity of truly popular traditions, both in origin 

and nature". 

For the sake of convenience, we shall, in this article, respectively call 

these three fonns of tradition which vary depending on the degree of similarity: 

I) anti-tradition; 

2) pseudo-tradition; 

3) traditions. 

The anti-tradition is a hasty identification, i.e. the projection of 

concepts motivated by what Darmesteter chose to call the "illusion savante" which 

today would be considered an ethnocentric prejudice. Orientalism was not free from 

such prejudices. Throughout his philological work, Darmesteter tried to do away 

with this unfortunate tendency. He was extremely critical of the way Zoroastrianism 

had been reconstructed with the help of western knowledge, referring lo it ironically 

as "Avestan Pandemonium". This reconstruction took its inspiration from the 

classical Antiquity. As Rome had its Cerberus, so the "Avestan Pandemonium" had 

its "dog Madhaka", a pure invention of European scholars. They gave birth to a dog, 

Darmesteter remarked ironically, whereas the "Parsecs had never even heard of one".7 

The projection of categories and the hierarchical vision of the world 

betrayed a strong bias in favour of Europe as the centre from which knowledge and 

custom radiate from. Such a diffusionist approach reconstructed religions by laying 

down an original tradition from which minor ones must have been derived. 

At the time, Darmesteter's harshest critic was Monseigneur Charles de 

Harlez. It was in an essay written in 1883 that this philologist of the Louvain 

school of thought expressed his views most vigorously.8 Implicitly he was 

criticizing the concept of "indo-iranica", which Darmesteter had chosen as the title of 

a whole section of his Etudes_lra11iem1es, published the same year.9 

"Ancient India and Eran", Charles de Harlez pointed out,°"both have 

their own myths and genius which have nothing to do with Indo-European 

mythology; they came up after the separation of the two races" .10 
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In this way, Charles de Harlcz restricted lndo-European mythology to 

the period before the historical separation of the different branches. Hence any 

attempt to make a comparative study of the sacred texts is irrelevant as ii would 

make a mockery of the influence of Iran and India. Dannesteter for his part contended 

that contact between Iran and India had never been broken, whether it had to do with 

exchange of goods and ideas or the survival of invariants. Charles de Harlez, on the 

contrary, advocated a dissociative point of view: "For two peoples of common stock 

to have produced such widely differing literatures, their separation must have occurred 

several centuries ago and their influence on each other must have ceased a long time 

ago".11 However let us not assume mistakenly that Harlez was an advocate of 

cultural isolationism. He stressed the lndo-lran dissociation only to contrast more 

sharply the virtues of India ("poetry", "colorful paintings", "bold figures") and the 

vices of "Eran" (bereft of "imagery" and "mythical tales"). He used a+/- system, 

giving to India an original tradition status. Indian civilization had its own archetypes 

whereas ancient "Eran", "dull, monotonous and down-to-earth", could not have 

survived without acculturation, as is the fate of any minor tradition. 

As an illustration of these divergent approaches to tradition, we would 

do well to recall the quarrel between Darmesteter and Harlez about the form r1i116 

madhaka and its interpretation: "dog" or "flies and locusts". Harlez maintained that 

runo was the genitive of fpan, an Avestan lexeme allested in the Greek k11011lk11nos 

which means dog. Thus, he considered Madhaka to be a proper noun and produced, as 

if by magic, a new entity, the dog Madhaka like the Cerberus of Greek mythology, 

without bothering about the fact that Madhaka was not allested anywhere else. With 

one stroke of the pen, an entire section of ethnosciencc was crossed out, stripped of 

its logic, on the altar of "idolum libri". 

The example of the dog Madhaka is in fact a perfect illustration of that 

blind faith in "apparent similarity" which leads to anti-tradition thinking. 

Darmesteter, for his part, pointed out the need to take into account the tradition 

established by the Sassanid sacerdotal class, for whom the term ru110 had never been 

translated by dog either in Pahlavi (sag) or in Aramaic (kalbd). He was aware such an 

argument would flatter his philology-oriented colleague, as it supported a diachronic 

analysis of culture, going back to the oldest written sources. It was a direct reference 

to the first criterion of authenticity as laid down by Harlez of "Parsee or Zoroastrian 

tradition": 

1. Pahlavi version; 

2. Commentaries on this version; 

3. Zoroastrian religious books written in Pahlavi; 
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4. Oral tradition still alive in the customs and habits of modem day 

Parsis and in their traditional oral teachings; 

5. Though distinct from the others, I shall include here what I call 

'living tradition', i.e. the list of words inherited by languages of 'Eran' from ancient 
idioms".12 

In order to strengthen his demonstration, Dannesteter pointed out to 

Harlez - who thought of himself above all as an "Eraniste", i.e. a specialist of "a 

Book, a civilization, a people who have to be studied in themselves above all" - that 

seeing in Madhaka a dog was inconsistent with the Zoroastrian system. Was not 

Zoroastrianism a religion which held dogs in respect? Did not the eighth chapter of 

the Vendidiid go lo the extent of prescribing for dogs funeral riles similar Lo the ones 

prescribed for humans? Was there no contradiction in treating the offenders of these 

rites as "men of hell, I 3 Nasu-makers" to the extent that, out of disrespect, they 

"favour the power of the dog Madhaka"? Was not, on the contrary, the dog a Nasu­

repellent , to the extent that, not only used to attesting the death (sagdUI), but it also 

shared, with the vultures, the privilege of feeding on the corpse perched on a high 

place? 

But Harlez refused to acknowledge his error. Instead, he blamed the 

Pahlavi text, asserting that: "Parsi tradition is very often erroneous. The correct 

pronunciation has been forgotlen and faulty Middle-Persian pronunciation leads to a 

great many errors. On the other hand, the etymology is sometimes questionable. To 

urrive at somewhat satisfactory result based on certain principles, we have restricted 

ourselves to etymology every time it appears certain"_ 14 Thus despite Darrnesteter's 

valid objections. Harlez refused to budge an inch: "Madhaka has been described as a 

dog in this paragraph: but the corresponding Pahlavi word is perhaps related in 

meuning to the Middle-Persian ttini, brigand". t S This time, it was Harlez's turn to 

try lo please Darmestctcr. The latler had purposely used the epistemological 

presuppositions or his opponent in trying to convince him of his error. Harlez did 

likewise. Knowing that Darmestetcr considered the Pahlavi script to be the "most 

ancient form of tradition", he played with the ambiguity of this script, pointing, out 

that in Pahlavi, the Avcstan pino may be read as tun. Darmesteter lamented its 

"obscurity" and "unknown meaning" of the term, 16 unless it was read as t1i11i, 

another deprecatory epithet; Harlez opined that this too referred to Madhaka, whose 

name was to be transcribed in Pahlavi as Madhaga. Dannesteter for his part said he 

had no "direct objection against this reading", but there was just one hitch ... 

If Harlez's interpretation was correct, it would be difficult to accept that 

the entity Madhaka was attested only once. Trying to fmd out other occurrences, the 

philologist noted a Mad'aka in a passage from the Fargard (1.58) which mentions 
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"Yatus and the murders they commit"; 17 clearly, this was a reference to a negative 

character who could only be described as a "brigand" or more metaphorically. a dog. 

It probably belonged to the Ahriman Bestiary and gave its meaning to the famous 

passage from the Vendidad (VIl.26) which lay at the heart of the controversy hy 

naming three of the most famous assassins in the pay of the div: "It is those men of 

hell, those Nasu-makers that most increase the power of the dog Madhaka. It is those 

men of hell who most increase the grass-destroying drought. It is those men of hell, 

Nasu-makers, who most increase the power of winter, produced hy the Dacva, the 

11ock killing winter".18 Choosing to ignore the inconsistency in associating a dog 

with seasonal upheavals, Harlez saw this as a means to put forward the equation: 

Madhaka =dog of deslruction (Fargard 1.58) as against Darmcstctcr's equation: Dog= 

Nasu-hunter (Sadder 72). Harlez concluded on a playful note: "Would it he 

presumptuous to say that the passage from the Sadder which alludes to defilement 

caused by the contact with corpses does not refer to it (to Madhaka)?" .19 

Before discussing any further the difliculty in making a comparison 

with the Sadder - written at a different time and in another language (the Persian of 

the Rivayat) - we must point out that the philologist went against his own principle 

of taking into account the immediate context to interpret a term. The offending 

passage is Ohrmazd's answer to a question hy Zoroaster in the Vendidad on the 

observance of funeral rites: 

"Can those become pure again, 0 Lord Ahura-Mazda, who carry to 

water or fire a foul corpse that defiles thcm'!"20 Harlcz's insistence on challenging 

Darmesteter's reference to the' Sadder was his way of criticizing the concept of a 

continuous tradition postulated by the Jailer and persisting in the belief that the 

Pahlavi version alone was the earliest. So as to leave no douht whatsoever on the 

subject, Harlez complained that while Darmesteter "portrays me nonetheless as an 

advocate of tradition, he surely knows such is not the case; but in doing so, he puts 

me in contradiction with myscJr'.21 

Indeed, there was a contradiction, though it was not inherent in 

Harlez's demonstration. It had to do with the fact that while both the authors 

considered tradition to be the ultimate reference, each one defined it differently. In 

1887, Harlez recommended that one "first endeavour to study the texts in their 

entirety, and then study tradition, mainly its material content, i.e. Iranian languages 

that have derived from ancient idioms. This tradition is, in principle, all the more 

reliable as it is the oldest and the closest to the sources".22 Harlcz made a cult of the 

Origin which he considered the "true tradition". In the name of this tradition, he 

preferred the Pahlavi Nerigistan to any unfortunate continuator of the Sanskrit 

version".23 He also challenged the use of "general mythology" that filtered through 
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the "polytheism of the Vedas" to explain the "monotheism tainted with dualism of 

the Avesta". He would rather turn lo "traditions of 'Eran', while keeping in mind the 

primitive Aryan elemcnl and the innuence of Semilism" .24 

In a nulshell, Harlcz reserved for himself lhe right to separate the 

wheat from lhe chaff, the so-called original tradition from acculturation, or to put it 

in racial terms, Aryanism from Semitism. Accordingly, he regretted the fact that 

"too often, the translation itself is interpreted with reference to its commentaries, 

somewhat like lhe Talmud, which the dasturs themselves tried hard to remove from 

the sacred lcxt wi1hout being able to do so".25 It was in this sense that he refused lo 

accept being labeled as a follower of the "traditional school". He preferred posing 

instead as a fundamentalist who subjected the historical method to the scrutiny of lhc 

founding texts as the Church was doing at the time. This auempt to reappropriate 

directly a so-called sacred meaning, i.e. unsullied by the vicissitudes of life, gave rise 

to a research methodology in linguistics whose. substantialism has been criticized 

ever since. Darmesteter had said much the same thing when he spoke of "idolum 

libri", that is the belief that the Book was sacrosanct. 

Such an a priori made Harlez incapable of understanding the dynamic 

aspect of tradition which Dannes1eter considered as a sure sign of its authenticity. 

One had already suspected the disagreement between the two authors by looking at 

the order in which each one of them laid down the criteria for determining the 

validity of tradition (cf. above). Where Harlez advocated as a maller of priority 

sticking to the text ("version", "commentaries" or "books"), Darrnesteter emphasized 

two a priori constructs which he called "the illusion savante" and the "source 

savantc". 26 

In the case of Zoroastrianism, Dannestetcr felt that lhe contemporary 

tradition was illustra1cd fully in "Framji's translation" in Gujarau.27 This priest was 

better known by the name of Dastur Framji Aspendiarji. His translation was 

published in 1843 under the auspices of the Bombay Branch of the Royal Asiatic 

Society. IL acquired the seal of approval as the Translation of the Dasturs. According 

to Darmcstcter, the translation was put in writing only for adjusting to the 

contingencies of modernity whose key feature is the critical approach. When applied 

to the texts, it was used and misused as a method to study etymologies with a view 

to link words more closely to lheir so-called original meaning. Framji, said 

Darmestelcr, was not exempt from this "common failing among translators: he had a 

preference for etymological translations and his etymologies were generally incorrect 

Bui as he followed tradition, his etymologies were harmless, unlike the ones today 

whose purpose is to provide meaning and not justify it". 28 
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Thus, Darmesleter laid great stress on the notion of continuity, on 

which he based his interpretation. In the case of the controversy surrounding the 

Ve11didad (Vll.26), which is what interests us here, he developed this idea in three 

stages, each one of which was refuted by Harlez: 

I. He referred above all to the current link of tradition - Frainji 

Aspendiarji's Gujarati translation - not as an "absolute value" but as the testimony of 

an useful informant. This is how he quotes from it: "This man of hell, Nasu-maker, 

is the worst ally of mosquitoes and flies". To use Darmesteter's understatement: "We 

are indeed far from the dog Madhaka";29 

2. He ascertained the validity of Framji's commentary. who attributed 

the swarming of these insects to the violation of the funeral prescriptions and the 

defiling of sacred elements such as water and fire. He observed that the offending 

passage dealt most certainly with the non-observance of the last rites attested since 

Antiquity. He thus questioned the interpretation of the Pahlavi noun group: cu110 

madhakhaytio; 

3. On the basis of these two links in tradition, he suspected the 

"European translators" of a mistranslation. He claimed he could join these two links, 

the most recent link in Gujarati and the latest link in Pahlavi, to prove the 

continuity of tradition. The missing link was probably the Sadder 72, an excerpt 

taken from the Grand Ravayat in Persian, the book Anquetil-Duperron brought back 

from India: "He who throws dead mailer into water or fire deserves death; for it is 

said in the Law (the Avesta) that when sin (i.e. flies) and locusts grow in number, 

this happens because dead matter was thrown in water, and winter becomes colder and 

summer hotter".30 The link was thus established. Molkhosin was the Persian 

translation of the Pahlavi compound word ,ii no madhakhay which corresponds to the 

Gujarati macchar makh. 

It may be noted that Darmesteter translated the term "Avesta" by 

"Law", in keeping with the Muslim authors who likened the "Avesta" to the 

"Daena". The latter, in its literal meaning of Law, applies to every revealed religion 

in Islamic taxonomy. Anquetil-Duperron, following in the footsteps of his master, 

Dastur Darab - himself a disciple of a Dastur from Iran, Jamasp Vilayati - had 

brought back the same tradition, slating that the "Avesta" was the "Revealed Word". 

It is therefore easier to understand Voltaire's strong opposition - backed by 

"Enlightened Europe" - to Anquetil-Duperon's conception. Eugene Burnours 

position was more qualified since he had gained access to new texts: "Burnouf," 

recounted Darmesteter, "while rejecting the evidence of Parsi tradition in the 

imperfect and doubtful way presented by Anquetil, discovered another far older and 

purer form", namely the Sanskrit version of the Yasna by Neriosengh.3t Max 
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Mueller (who had commissioned the English translation of the Avesta to 

Danncstctcr) adopted the same position as Eugene Burnouf. Harlez asscned that for 

Max Mueller the Avesta was the text that had been established by religious 

authority, i.e. tradition.32 

Needless to say, such an identification of the Avesta with the Revealed 

Word offended Harlez's religious beliefs. Though like Danncsteter he agreed with 

Jules Oppert's identification of the Avesta with "Abasta" (law, statute), Harlez made 

it clear that the Lenn meant "announced", i.c."promulgated" and certainly not "known 

through revelation".33 For him, this selllcd the mailer: without revelation, there 

could be no tradition, in the sense of continuation or filialion. He, therefore, 

considered it legitimate to state that Danncstctcr, in his reasoning, was not referring 

lo "tradition but to a Gujarati translator of the 19th century". He was surprised that 

"Mr Darmesteter docs not brook anyone pointing out that the differences of opinion 

were due sometimes to the fact that he has followed the least ancient tradition. "This 

he says is 'to take him to lask".34 

A crime had, indeed, been committed, which is the failure to recognize 

Darmcstctcr's originality in comparison to the mythologists of his time. Harlez 

persisted in depicting his colleague as suffering from the romantic syncretism of the 

time, which was "leading him to false conclusions, out of his love for myths and 

analogies" .35 Dannesteter's widow, Mary Robinson, was to do justice to her late 

husband who she said rose up "strongly against the pure abstractions of comparative 

mythology".36 So, it would be criminal to call him, as was the case with Geidner, a 

dabbler in "external analogies".37 Darmestetcr had, indeed, fought against the 

German Vedic school and its excesses. He was of the view that Martin Haug's 

superimposition of distinct semantic fields was baseless. It was an illusion savante 

which the German orientalist justified as best as he could by "reducing everything to 

tradition when he must have met the Parsi priests", as Darmesteter accused him.38 It 

may be recalled that in Darmesteter's opinion the priests spoke an abstract language 

which, al best by chance, may correspond lo popular tradition when it did not go 

against it. 

In his preface to the Avesta in French, Darmesteter suggested that this 

discourse be called "the tradition of theological schools", conventionally altributed to 

Zoroaster, as if to "lean on a tradition that won obedience". In fact, he thought of 

such discourse as successive layers of interpretation, that is discourses held down the 

ages by the hierarchical representative: the Maubadan Mar1bad, or the Mobed of 

Mobeds, also called ?.aratl111shtr6tema, "the most similar lo Zoroaster".39 Thus, but 

in a manner different from that of Harlcz, Haug appeared lo be intoxicated with the 

myth of the Origin, reducing everything to Zoroaster. Darmesteler chose to view the 
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whole of the Avesta as an open system of interpretation, a "constant tradition" which 

ran from the Pahlavi to the Gujarati through a "traditional teaching", darezha 

upaya11a" long tradition" (Siroza I, 29; Yai;na 13).40 That is why he considered 

Friimji to be a useful infonnant, who could not be overlooked, even if one could not 

take him fully al his word. 

Dannesteter's reservations about Framji were not motivated by any 

Eurocentrism but out of his concern for authenticity. After all, a dastur was only a 

"supervisor of conscience"; and what mattered were the universals of popular 

conscience. In this regard, the Avesta was a good area to investigate as it could help 

decipher a larger semiological field. To take up again the example of the locust -

madhakil (Avestan), meg (Pahlavi), malakh (Persian), rid (Gujarati)-, it emerged that 

an etymological law linked the Persian to the Avestan via the Pahlavi. The labial in 

Persian malakh derives from the dental in Avestan madhakha > *madhalCLJ, as was to 

be expected in "a dialect of the same group as the Afghan".41 

This geographical information enabled him to suggest a parallel 

between the Avestan term and the Sanskrit term manduka (frog). Furthermore, such a 

parallel opened an anthropological perspective: on this side of Indo-Pcrsian 

taxinomics, the same ethnozoological principle must have governed these names. 

"Frogs and locusts," Darmesteter pointed, "have this in common that they jump; 

both are somewhat crazy nervous beings, who appear to be suffering from 

intoxication or mada".42 

One now understands why, in search of traces of this living tradition, 

Darmesteter, during his journey to India in 1886, spent a great deal of time in the 

region north of Peshawar where he collected Les Chants populaires des Afghans. He 

viewed these songs as rich data on the basis of which he could structure Indo­

European mythology. In this sense, he may be considered as a precursor of our 

modem studies. 

Indeed these days, the development of anthropology in oriental studies 

and the inclusion of sociological parameters in religious history have led to a shift of 

interest. It is not in Zoroastrianism constituted into a church that we are going to 

look for the final transformation of Indo-European tradition, but in its deviant and 

sectarian forms. It is here, veiled in a mystic form, that we can locate the naturalist 

elements which first underlaid belief. Now this is a line of research Darmestcter had 

advocated much earlier: "It is one of those Greek and Indian ideas that Iran could not 

preserve; that the world was born out of the night". We arc faced here with a 

contradiction that the Zoroastrian system could not accept but which can be seen in 

the heterodox movements. "This conception," Dannesteter went on, "was expelled 

from mainstream religion but left its mark on the sects: the Zcrvanitcs believed that 
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1he dark Ahriman was born before Onnazd ( ... ). Such was lhe case in Greece, among 

the philosophers".43 Such was the case of the 'illuminative' Oriental philosophy 

which a successor of James Darmes1e1er a1 the Ecole Pratique des Haules Etudes en 

Sciences Religieuses, Henry Corbin, brought to the fore through the Sohrawardi 

school of the "black sun". 

But, unlike Corbin, Dam1esteler's only interest in this mysticism was 

that it stood in sharp contrast to the official evolution that theologians assigned 10 

belief: an increasingly melaphysical abslraction. Darrnesleler recognized in Iranian 

mysticism - in particular the Zervanite movement - a shrewd counterweigh1 to the 

priests' tendency towards abstraction: "Persia, though preserving in general the 

personality of its supreme god, has let this god gel merged, especially in the sects, 

with the maierial infinite which was the first revelation".44 The first revelation said 

1he Sun was a King whose duty it was 10 dispense justice and whose creation was 

the fruit of a sacrifice. Dannesteter established this source of 1radition not only 

through comparison but also by referring to his conception of folklore as a popular 

fund of primitivism opposed by official cults. "The primitive conception," he added, 

"thinly veiled benealh the mystic forms it has taken on here, can be seen, veiled in 

another way, beneath the childish fea1ures taken from old tales, in a bizarre myth that 

has almost been demoted 10 a children's story. One day, Ahriman invited Ormazd to 

dinner; when Onnazd reached, he said he would only eat after their sons had wrestled 

with each 01her. Ahriman's son brought down Ormazd's son; the two fathers tried 

looking for a judge, bul as they could not find one, they decided to take the sun as 

their judge" .45 One can recognize here the conception of the Sun as the eye of Ahura 

Mazda, an auribute given to him by the Avesta before this description drifted to the 

theological interpretation of omniscience (cf. Yasht of Mithra and Yasht of 

Khorshid). 

In a nutshell, Darmesteter seemed to be making a distinction between 

tradition and orthodoxy. Tradition was oral in nature: it was the spoken word even if 

it referred to the wrillen word. Such was 1he case of the tradition - which he 

sometimes called Parsi and sometimes Neo-Zoroaslrian - which divided sacred 

literature into 1wo branches, the Avesta and the Zend.46 Orthodoxy on the other hand 

belonged lo 1he realm of the written: that which was arbitrarily laid down. The 

Sassanid orthodoxy was no exception; king Ardeshir allowed only one version of the 

Avesta, that of the "great priest Tansar to the exclusion of all others".47 This 

summed up the difference between the spoken word and the wriuen word: lhe fonner 

derived from custom, the latter from sentence. In auaching greater importance to the 

spoken word, Darmes1e1er had anticipated the anthropological school whose adherents 
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noted wherever they went in the course of their fieldwork an organic resistance by 

society to the State. 

The followers of this school detected the cunning with which 

communities, in the name of acculturation, resplit themselves into networks within 

the institutions. In retrospect, it appears the English anthropologist Maurice Hocart 

was the totemic ancestor of such anatomical dissection of the social body. Excluded 

from official science by his peers, he could only occupy a Chair of Sociology at the 

University of Cairo from 1934 lo 1939. During this period, he wrote a book on 

castes in French which caught the attention of Louis Dumont.48 In this study, he 

used Darmestcter's ideas Lo bring out the emergence of the priestly class in 

Zoroastrian society. Hocart also took recourse to Darmestetcr in his Kings and 

Council/ors.49 In this book, he showed how a community ritual, in which the 

central character is vested with duty of the Sun, got transformed into a code with 

mystical connotations; this in order to legitimize royal power which this character 

lays claim to in a new institutional setup. 

Any observer of the daily life of Zoroastrian communities in India 

cannot help being struck by the open hostility between the advocates of orthodoxy 

and the various groups claiming heterodox forms of practice. On the one hand, 

groups of Iranian emigrants maintain their originality by performing rituals not 

found in Parsi orthodoxy. On the other hand, groups that have integrated into India 

are keen to underline their common heritage with Hinduism, going lo the extent of 

interpreting their sacred texts in the light of Reincarnation. It appears that the 

specialists in religious sciences, with their contemporary approach to 

Zoroastrianism, confine themselves to orthodox informants, overlooking a 

dynamism which for us is an inseparable part of this religion. Darmesteter had 

emphasized this before in his introduction to the Avesta: "Neo-Zoroastrianism is the 

first example of such an eclectic method; this method, which the derived sects were 

to apply so skillfully, consisted in blending in one's own doctrine the main doctrines 

of competing systems so as to form a larger whole, the sole custodian of truth, 

whose other systems seemed no more than a partial reflection. Zoroastrianism was 

rich enough lo adopt and adapt all these new elements without losing its distinct 

identity, and there are few other instances of religious borrowings being blended so 

harmoniously in the primitive mold".50 

Finally, in order to emphasize the relevance of this dynamic concept of 

tradition today, we would like to end with a few words about a character scholars 

have so far ignored. Born a Zoroastrian in the Iranian community of Punc 

(Maharashtra), he combined the claims of the two groups we have distinguished: 

Iranianism and Hinduism. He was the perfect contemporary example of the "derived 
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sec1s" which can tell us a great deal about the development processes and inlemal 

logic of Zoroastrianism. His name: Shri Meher Baba. Shri is the fonn of address for 

a Hindu, Baba for a Muslim saint: the Persian Meher in the middle refers lo that 

famous Sun of mystic illumination. 

On account of this obvious syncretism, the Orthodoxy considered 

Meher Baba as a "bad man". In reply to a journalist in 1932 who asked him to 

explain how he got this reputation, he said: "I am a Persian. I was born ·in Poona, 

but my father and mother were Persian".51 Shri Meher was born in Poona/Pune on 

the 25th of February, 1894 under 1he name of Merwan Sheheriarji Irani. The Parsecs 

used the tenn Irani for Yazd and Kerman emigrants in order to distinguish them from 

1he orthodox Zoroastrians they claimed to be. This tenn does not cover the same 

semantic field as that of a caste but simply indicates an ethnic origin regardless of 

the denomination: Zoroastrians, Muslims and Bahais. 

The haziness of this term is undoubtedly linked to the issue of 

discrimination. After Darmesteter's instructive handling of the subject, it is hardly 

surprising thal the repugnance of the "orthodox" be shared by the "scholar". A Parsi, 

Jamshedji Maneckji Unvala, who had studied philology in Heidelberg and was 

atlached to the French Archaeological Mission in Susa, came down heavily on the 

Iranis in the conservative mouthpiece of his community (Jam-e-Jamshed): "Bombay 

is lhe El Dorado of adventurous Iranis who are often smooth-tongued, polished­

mannered, and educated to a certain degree".52 He advised the Parsees against giving 

their daughters in marriage 10 these people about whose varying principles lillle was 

known ... Very often they were disguised Bahais who claimed to be superior on the 

pretext 1ha1 their proselytism had borne fruit in Europe, Australia and the United 

Stales. 

The criticism of the Iranian Bahais was directed in fact against all the 

Iranis, including Meher Baba. The la11er had spread his teaching from the Old 

Continent to the New World, from London to Hollywood. His message to his 

followers ("Sufism reoriented") was part of a dynamic tradition. This message was in 

sharp contrast with traditional ''Iranianness" as conceived by Unvala whose 

observations in Gujarati were reported by a fellow Parsi Ardeshir Eduljee Reporter in 

the same Jam-e-Jamshed: "It is in rural Iran, especially Kurdistan, that the 

contemporary nature of true "Iranianness" (iranipanum) is best attested. Here, the 

dialects are a reflection of Zoroastrian culture; archaeologists bear out this fact. 

Among them is the well-known learned scholar Athonnan J.M. Unvala ... ".53 Jn this 

belief, the philologist joined the orthodox in postulating, from a similar etymology, 

a common identity based exclusively on the 'signifiant'. 
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This is far removed from Meher Baba who transmitted his teaching in 

silence as if to emphasize the 'signified'. Since June IO. 1925. he used a tablet with 

the alphabet written on it to communicate. The person to whom Meher Baba pointed 

out some letters with a stick had to reconstruct the words. From June 17. he used the 

same method to communicate in Persian with his Irani disciples. Apart from this 

vow of silence, Meher Baba expected his disciples to fast. Both these practices can in 

no way be considered to be Zoroastrian habits. They were part of a spiritual strategy 

for the widening and strengthening of a religious experience. Just as Darmcstetcr 

relied on the study of Neo-Zoroastrianism to understand Zoroastrianism, so we think 

it useful to address ourselves to movements considered to be heterodox in relation to 

Parsism. It would be interesting to sec how the lranis like Mchcr Baba Jive a 

tradition, whereas the endeavour of the official movements such as the Iran League -

of which the likes of Unvala and Reporter were militants - is to reconstruct 

Tradition. 
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THE ZOROASTRIAN THEMES 
IN THE CHINESE MANICHAEAN LITERATURE 

NAHAL TAJADOD 

To Lcyly Matine-Daftary 

The expansion of trade between Chinese and Persian states and the 

reopening of the caravan roads favoured the arrival of the first Manichaean 

missionaries in China. In 694, a Persian namedfudrwdan went to the court of China 

bringing "the false religion of the book of the two principles"(Erw1rgji11g). 1 

In 719, another Manichaean dignitary, characterised by his title of 

muzhu and specialised in astronomy, was sent to the Chinese emperor by the vice 

roy ofTokharestan.2 

Twenty years later, on July 16, 731, a Manichaean priest also named 

fuduodan composed "The Compendium of the Doctrines and Styles of the Teaching 

of Mani, the Buddha of Light". The imperial edict which called for the translation of 

the document intended to allow the Chinese authorities, not only to obtain a 

complete statement of Manichaeism, but to be able to take a more proper position 

on it. The following year (732) an edict condemned Manichaeism, but at the same 

time gave the liberty of the cult for non-Chinese disciples.3 

The edition of the Compendium and the edict of 732 favoured the 

expansion of the new religion in China. Later on, in 745, the Uighurs founded a 

very vast kingdom which expanded from Iii to the Yellow River. One of their kings, 

Mouyu, conquered Luoyang, on November 20, 762, where he met some Manichaean 

religious dignitaries who converted him to their doctrine. The conversion of the 

qaghan made Manichaeism the official religion of the Uighurs, and the Manichaeans 

got the courage to ask the Chinese authorities for the right to build temples. 

The protection of the Uighurs obliged the Chinese emperor, first to 

give the Manichaeans, in 769, the right to open temples called Dayunguangming in 

the two capitals Changan and Luoyang, then, in 771, the right to reach other 

localities in the basin of Yangz:i. 

In 806, some Manichaeans became ambassadors fot he Uighurs at the 

Chinese court.4 The expansion of Manichaeism around the end of the Vlllth century 

and the arrival of the Manichaean ambassadors in the Chinese court prove the liberal 

politics of the Tangs. 

"In 784, there were 150 000 foreigners in the army of the empire, 

among them the Uighurs, Tartars, Persians and Arabs. In the sole city of Xianfu, 

4000 foreign families traded tea and silk."5 



88 N. TAJADOD 

The end of the Vlllth century and the beginning of the IXth century 

were the height of Manichaeism in Eastern Asia, but once again the success was 

rather brief. The destruction of the Uighur kingdom by the Kirghizs in 840 stopped 

the expansion of Manichaeism in China. The Kirghiz victory paralysed the 

Manichaeist progress. The decline of the Uighurs coincides with the decline of 

Manichaeism. Once the Uighurs weakened, Manichaeism was isolated from its 

protectors who had power of making laws at the Tang court. 

In 843, Manichaeism was forbidden in China. The Chinese officials, 

according to an imperial edict, had to collect and bum Manichaean images and books 

in the public places. In 845, a terrible persecution rose against Buddhism, 

Nestorianism, Manichaeism and Mazdaism. 

"That is how 260 500 Buddhists and 2000 Nestorians, Zoroastrians 

and Manichaeans entered la"ic life."6 

After the disasters of 843, the Uighur tribes established themselves 

through! various part of Central Asia. Those from Ganzhou settled down in Gansu 

and those from Gaochang to the east ofTourfan. 

The Uighurs of Ganzhou had been surrounded by Chinese and Tibetan 

Buddhists. Introduced to the Ganzhou in the middle of the IXth century, 

Manichaeism had to give way to the Buddhists who were all around them. 

The Uighurs of Gaochang are known by Moslem authors under the 

name Toglmzglwz. 

"Under their influence Chinese Turkestan became "turkisied". From 

then on, Chinese Turkestan stopped speaking Eastern Iranian or Tokharian."7 

Mas'udi, Ibn al-Nadim and Gardizi attest to the presence of 

Manichaeism among the Toghuzglruz. The manuscripts and frescos found in the 

Tourfan region, added a supplementary confirmation. 

"Biruni says around 1000, the majority of Oriental Turks, of the 

inhabitants of Sina and Tibet, and some of the Hindus, believed in the doctrine of 

Mani."!! 

The cultural impact of the Manichaeans on the Uighurs was very 

important. Through this religion, the Uighurs entered in contact with the Iranian 

culture. 

Manichaeism remained in Chinese Turkestan until the Xlllth century. 

In China, however, Manichaeism was cut from any contact with Iran (now a 

Moslem country), without any political support, persecuted and repressed since the 

proscription of 843. It therefore had to hide under the aspects of Taoism and 

Buddhism. It was deeply influenced by these two important religions. In order to 
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escape persecutions, Manichaeism entered the "underground world" and became a 

"secret society'', and was soon accused of many crimes. and in particular, subversion. 

In the Taoic Ca11011 which was completed under emperor Zhenzong, in 

1019. two Manichaean treatises existed, the En:.011gji11g and the Sa11jiji11g. It's 

probably in Fujian that the commissionncr in charge of writing the Ca11011 
assembled Mani's treatises and incorporated them in the Song Ca11011. Both were 

denounced and removed soon after. However, this brief insertion testifies Lo the 

importance of the Manichaeism in some provinces of Eastern China. 

In the Xnth century in Fujian, there were some adepts of the "religion 

of light" which had succeeded in attracting some members of scholarly families who 

were fasting.9 

Even though the second half of the Xllth centUf)' was favourable lo the 

expansion of Manichaeism in Fujian, a new persecution was to start soon. 

With the fall of the Song dynasty ( 1277), the dissident sects helped the 

Yuans. In return, the Yuans granted them the liberty of cult. This is how the success 

of foreign religions like Nestorianism, Judaism and Islam started lo grow. As for 

Manichaeism, it remained excluded. 

Finally, an imperial edict, dated 1370, ordered the strangling of the 

chiefs of the religion of the "Venerable of light", the lapidation of their disciples and 

them sending into exile. I 0 

The Code of Ming (XIVth century) banished the religion of the 

"Venerable of light" with a curious consequence. The sentence entered into the code 

of the last Chinese dynasty, and from there, the Amramite Code was applied in lndo­

China by the French tribunals. Consequently, the French government in the XXth 

century has theoretically condemned Manichaeism in the same way that the Middle 

Ages prosecuted the Manichaean "albigeois". 

*"'* 
Among the Chinese manuscripts discovered by Sir Aurel Stein and 

Paul Pelliot, at the beginning of this century al Dunhuang, exists a Manichaean 

scroll translated from Parthian. The title of the document is "The Compe11dium of 

the Doctrines and Styles of the Teaching of Mani, the Buddha of Light". I brought 

together and explained the two separated parts of the document. The first part is 

conserved in London and the second in Paris. The book called Mani, le Bouddha de 

Lumiere was published by Cerf in 1990 in the collection Sources gnostiques et 

nwnicheennes, 3. 

The text which is unique in Manichaean documentation, is a sort of 

catechism of the Manichaean doctrine, in a Chinese version and is intended to reach 

the administration of cults of the imperial Tang government. 
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The religion of Mani when it reached China presented some Buddhist 

notions. There was a voluntary synchretism and not an eclectism due to time or Lo 

proximity of such and such a religion. This synchretism is detectable even in the 

thought of the founder of the Manichaean religion, where the addition of Christian 

and Buddhist concepts to the Zoroastrian notions has given birth to Manichaeism, a 

religion which, from the beginning, claimed to be universal. Once in China, the 

Manichacans tried 10 assimilate Mani to some boddhisatvas which were venerated by 

the Chinese and lo combine Buddhism and Manichacism. This efficient attitude 

helped the infiltration of Manichacism, through a religion already established, into 

the Chinese thought and culture. 

The adaptator of the Co111pe11di11111 wanted to adorn the doctrine in such 

a way as to make it more easily understandable by Tao'ist and Buddhist population. 

With this in mind, he used a vocabulary which was based on the Buddhist tradition. 

He tried to present Mani as the last amrara of the prior founders of doctrines. He did 

not hesitate to extract the predictions that could build a bridge between the new faith 

ancl the old ones from a Tao'ist work or a Buddhist s1itra. It is interesting Lo note that 

Buddhism itself, at the time of its arrival in China, had to go the same way. It had 

to identify itself and borrow its vocabulary from Tao'ism. 

The Co111pe11di11111 is wrillen in the same way a s1itra. The 

denominations of Mani and the descriptions of his thought contain the secret of this 

interdoctrinal mixture. The Chinese Manichaeism can not be deeply understood if we 

ignore its magic home (Buddhism). The Manichaean missionnaries not only used the 

vocabulary of the religion of Buddha but adapted their own doctrine to Buddha's and 

Laozi's. That is how the Compe11dium was born as a synchretism of Manichaeism, 

Mazdaism, Buddhism and Tao'ism. 

The Compe11dium had never been just a text for archives. Unlike the 

other documents written by non-Manichaeans, the Compe11di11111 is composed by a 

Manichacan bishop. It allows us to understand how Manichacan believers perceived 

themselves and also to sec the points of the doctrine they insisted on. 

The Compendium shows that, in spite of a Buddhist consistency and 

Tao'ist themes, the Chinese Manichaeism has kept its Iranian and specific 

Zoroastrian origins. Some precise indications can assert this remark. 

In the Co111pe11di11m, Mani is identified with the "lnsurpassable 

healing king''. I I The term is profoundly Buddhist. The Buddha of healing, da 

yiwang Jo, cures diseases and ignorance. Paul Demieville likened the healing king to 

the Vaidyaraja Buddhist who is an epithet of Buddha.12 Nevertheless the description 

given by the Third book of Di!llkart, 13 about Zoroastrian religion, is very similar to 

the healer of Manichaeism. The Den kart 14 says: 
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"When all men receive and practice the remedy of perfect healing for 

the good health of the world and its cure [ ... ]. there will he no more disease, nor 

corruption, not old age, nor death ... " 

Concerning the extraordinary birth of Mani. the Compendium 15 says: 

"At the time when he was about to be born, the two radiant-ones sent down· spiritual 

power to lighten each part of the triktiya". The description brings to mind the birth 

of Zoroaster, about which Henri Corbin 16 writes: 

"The xvamalr (glory light of Mazdaism) sometimes descends under the 

appearence of a flame of an infinite light and penetrates inside the mother of 

Zoroaster. Sometimes the fravarti (celestial entity) of Zoroaster and his x1'arrraf1 

unify themselves to constitute the form of the child, Zoroaster." 

As we just saw, the conception of Zoroaster comes from the union of 

fravarti, which may be interpreted as a celestial entity which existed prior to his 

birth in the terrestrial world (his Self of light) and the xvanrah must he 

acknowledged as the glory light of Mazdaism. This supernatural process led lo the 

birth of Zoroaster, and corresponds exactly lo the process which preludes the 

extraordinary birth of Mani. 

The Compendium I? promises a reward to whomever follows the 

proper method of conduct. "If the method of conduct is true, the reward will be 

realized in the three palaces" 18, the Chinese text says. 

The Zoroastrian tradition also promises a reward (mizda) to the 

believers. They may receive it in this life, but the real reward offered to him after his 

death, from the very hands of Ahura Mazda. The reward is entry into the "kingdom" 

of Ahura Mazda, who is the kingl9. 

The Manichaean metempsychosis is defined in Parthian by the word 

ztidmurd (lit. "born-dead" or "birth-death"). In Sogdian the exact equivalent of 

ztidm1ird exists, zy mrch: "The life in this world is called by Mani "birth-death". 

This concept is transposed into the Chinese slre11gsi, which literally means "birth­

death" or "life-death" "20. 

The Compendium2 l illustrates Mani crowned with the symbol of the 

"twelve kings of light". This aspect of Mani evokes the Kayanian princes crowned 

by the nimbus and the flame as the symbols of xvarnah (the glory light of 

Mazdaism). Glorified by the crown of light, Mani can also represent Mithra. In this 

case, the "twelve kings of light" might correspond to the twelve signs of the zodiac 

which are related to Mithra22. On the anniversary of Mithra, kings of Persia used to 

decorated the head of their sons with a golden crown. The crown appears on the 

medallions of Sassanian kings and also on Mithra's monuments. The peaks of the 

crown symbolize the sunbeams. 
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The Co111pe11di11111 defines Mani's body as "fully displaying the Great 

light and the esoteric meaning of Limitless".23 In the Buddhist tradition, the Great 

light refers to the bodhissall'a Amitiibha. The "Limitless" Chinese w11/ia11g. or the 

Sunskrit amita, is one of the muin characters of Amitabha. 

In the Co111pe11di11m, Mani is compared to Amitabha four times. 

Because of his name "Infinite longevity" and his luminous character which was 

connected to the Iranian god (Mithra). the conception of Amitabha has been close tot 

he Infinite time of Iran (Zrm•a11aka11ara).24 

"The cult of Amitabha. says Henri de Lubac,25 appears in Iranian or 

lranised countries. There arc men originally from Iran or neighbouring countries who 

brought it to China. The first translator of S11khii1•ati S1itra (Siikhiivativyriha which 

decribcs the land of Buddha Amit5bha) was working in China, in the second century 

A.O .. under An Shigao. An Sigao, or the "Parthian marquis", was a genuine Iranian, 

a member of the royal family of Arsacids and the son of a ruling prince of today's 

Afghanistan. He gave up the royal crown to become a monk." 

The travels of Mani in Persia crossed the Indian territory and ended in 

China. It is comparable with the journey of an Iranian divinity (incarnated in 

Amitabha), who arrived in China as the "saint of the west". 

The Co111pe11di11111 gives vast amounts of information concerning the 

Jive Manichaean sacerdotal grades and the Heptateuch of Mani.26 

"the titles of Mani's books27 were studied by Haloun and Henning.28 

They came in many cases from Middle-Persian. The Niwmr corresponds to Middle­

Persian 's dew{m (Epistles); the E/11oza11 to Middle-Persian's riiza11 (Secrets); the 

111/wan to kawa11 (Giants); the Af11yi11 to afrin (Psalms and Prayers). 

The titles of the live grades of the Manichacan church29 came equally 

from the Pahlavi.JO The 11rnzlr11 corresponds to the Pahlavi mri;:e3 l (magisters); the 

sabosai to the Pahlavi aspasag (episcopous, diaconus). but also to the Chinese 

.mprua which means bodhi.l'Satva; the moxixide corresponds to the Pahlavi mahistag 

(presbyter); the aluolwan to the Pahla~·i ardiiwii11 (elects); the 11011sJrara11 to 

11iyrhl"igiin (auditors). 

As for the titles of the three elected members at the head of a 

Manichaean monastery,32 they were identified in Pahlavi by Gauthiot.33 The 

af11yi11sa (chief of the hymns and wishes) corresponds to the Pahlavi iifri11sar (chief of 

praises); the h11lul111an (chief of the religious doctrine) to the Pahlavi xrw.nv '11 (the 

one who calls for the prayer); the elma11jia11saibosai (official of the month) to the 

Pahlavi 'nv'11ga11sah pasak (overseer of the reciting of the sermon). 

These terms which transcribed from Pahlavi into Chinese, clearly 

show that in spite of the influence of Buddhism, the Compendium has remained a 



ZOROASTRIAN THEMES IN CHINA 93 

Manichaean text which still has its original vocahulary intact. and which stems from 

the Zoroastrian tradition. 

The text also shows how the religion, with the ambition of 

expansionism, adopted certain characteristics of Buddhism and Taoi"sm. From the 

time when it began to grow in various localities of the Yangzi hasin and the oasis of 

the Tourfan, it was facing a long time estahlished religion and therefore tried 10 

preserve its Iranian origins. We encounter it not under the name of its founder, 

Mani, but under the title of "religion of light". 

This light is the main pillar of the Iranian religions, whether 

symbolized by Mithra the "god of light" and the "guardian of truth and moral 

perfection" or under the fonn of Zoroaster's Fire, the symbol of Ahura Ma7.da. This 

same light illuminates the Iranian Islam. Sohravardi refers to it as the symbol of the 

"epiphanic instant of the self-knowledge of the soul". 

Another Chinese Manichacan document is a large scroll from the 

Dunhuang grollos which dates from the middle of the Xth century. Chavanncs and 

Pelliot who translated and published the scroll titled the document "Un Traite 

manichccn retrouvc en Chine". Since then, it lrns become usual to call it by the 

same name. In its literary form Hiken from a s1itra, the Traite appears as a 

Manichaean cosmo-theogonic text, which was extracted from Iranian sources to be 

adapted to a Buddhist culture. 

In spite of the efforts of the Manichaean adaptator to assimilate 

Manichaeism and Buddhism, it is surprising to !ind so many Chinese transcriptions 

of the Zoroastrian divinities when we read the Traite in the manner of a s1ltra. 

Let's start with Hulushede and Polouhuode, the former was translated 

by Shuoting (the one who listens when spoken to) and the lauer by Huanying (the 

one who answers when called). They arc evidently the gods Xroshlag and Padvakhtag 

which are Pahlavi tenns meaning "appeal" and "answer". 

"Appeal" and "answer", plus the five elements (ether, wind, light, 

water, lire), constitute the seven emanations which corresponds in the Manichacism 

to the seven Amcshaspentas of Mazdaism. The last two Ameshaspcntas (Haurvatat 

and Ameretat) also constitute a non-linked couple. 

The two entities represent the goddesses of the waters and plants in the 

Avesta. The two couples have already been compared in the giitlui (Y. 51.7): 

"O You who shaped the cow and the waters and the plants, give me 

Immortality and lntegrity."34 

As ii has been said by Darmestcter,35 the idea of waters and plants 

being capable of giving health and immortality has existed since the Inda-Iranian era. 

During this period, Haurvatat and Ameretat were conceived as persons and hcros of 
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myths. Therefore in Manichaeism "appeal and "answer" arc the incarnation of two 

personalities. Appeal for Salvation is given by a voice coming down from beyond 

the sky and goes through the soul and awakens the hope of being saved. Answer 

comes immediately from the Man imprisoned in the darkness. The dialogue between 

the divine couple ends by the unification of Appeal and Answer, henceforth shaping 

the "desire of life". 

Another Zoroastrian divinity present in the Chinese Manichaean 

pantheon is Sulushaluoyi, the Pahlavi Srosh or the Sraosha (the Obedience), which 

is formulated in the I I th yasht of the Avesta, as one of the three judges of the souls. 

When Mithra who was ignored at first by Zoroaster, is again honoured in the 

Avesta, . Sraosha and Rash nu arc his associates. The three act as judges at the 

entrance to the other world.36 

Sraosha is known in the Avesta as the "strong" and the "powerful" or 

the "saint" and the "powerful". The Traite also speaks of the great force of 

Sulushaluoyi who is considered as the "king-judge of all maters".37 

The devils of the Traite38 are Tanmo (the devil of lust) and Tanyu (the 

devil of concupiscence). They correspond to the devil Az in Mazdaism. As 

Hcnning39 says, Ahriman is, with Az (the Concupiscence), the main enemy of 

Ohrma1.d. 

When he created man, the devil put Lust (the male devil) and 

Concupiscence (the female devil) in him, in order to represent two divinities of the 

macrocosm Xroshtag and Padvakhtag. The origins of Concupiscence may be found 

in Varenya of the Avesta40 (the female devil of envy and lust). 

In the Traite, the devil of Lust 1ctually usurped the function of 

Ahriman, the primitive devil. Although Ahrima11 creates the microcosm, he never 

appears in the Traite under his real name. It is a good example of devil's game! 

The creation of man by the devil is one of the basic theories of 

Manichaeism. 

"The neshly body, ~ays the Traite, with its lust and concupiscence ... 

is the faithful image of the universe of the skies and carths.''4 1 

The Skand grimt:inik vicar (The Decisive Reso/11tio11 of Doubts) which 

is the apologia of Mazdaean dualism against Manichaeism, Christianism, Judaism 

and Islam, speaks of man as a microcosm made in the image of a macrocosm. 

Darmesteter42 speaks of this theory as having existed in Mazdacism. He quotes the 

Great Bu11dahish,. ;Original Creation): 

"It is said in the Avesta that the body of man is a representation of the 

material world ..... 43 
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It is said in the Trai1e44 that the thirteen terms (ether, wind, light, 

water, lire, pity, good belief, contentment, patience, wisdom. Hulushede (XroshtagJ, 

Pulouhuode (Padvakhtag] and the beneficial light arc the signs which symbolize the 

"Venerable of the light of the world of the pure light" (Qi11gji11g g11a11gmi11g shijie 

mi11gw11). 
This Venerable is called in the Pahlavi documents of Tourfan either 

the "Father of light" or Zurvan. In Turkish its equivalent is Azrua. As Cumont45 

remarks, the Manichaeism knew Mazdaeism by its Zurvanian form (Infinite Time). 

The ancient Buddhist Turks like the current Lama·ist Mongols knew Indra and 

Brahma under the name of Azrua (Zurvan) and Ohnnazd. These loan words explain a 

special Manichaeism in which Zurvan became the supreme god, the "Father of 

light", the unreachable god, who was located in the other world where he was not the 

creator who could be identified with Brahma. As for Ohrmazd, he became the 

equivalent of the First Man who was the hero of light and who fought against the 

devils. His fall shook the temporal process and he easily look the place of Indra. 

The Traite46 speaks of seven Moheluosahcn. The tenn is a Pahlavi 

transcription of Mahraspand. In the Avesta, Mathra-spenta is the Holy word.47 In 

the Pahlavi texts of Tourfan, Mahraspand appears as the 29th day of the Iranian 

month.48 But we have to look for it in the group of sev!:n divinities of Mazdaeism, 

the seven Ameshaspentas. As Salemann49 notes, after studying the chapter related to 

the Manichaeism in the Ska11d gumtinik vicar, the Ameshaspentas were known by 

the Manichaeans. However for the Chinese Manichaeans the seven Moheluosahcns 

only had distant links with their Mazdean ancestors, the seven Ameshaspentas. 

According to Chavannes and Pellio,50 instead of becoming se·1en archangels, they 

became the five elements of light completed by Appeal and Answer, into a group of 

seven. 

The "twelve fonns of beneficial light" are, according to the Chinese 

tex, 51 the great king, wisdom, constant victory, joy, the application to practise 

religion, equality (thruth), belief, the enduranre to insults, right thought, 

meritorious actions, the unifonned hearth and the ·.otal light from the inside and 

from the uutside. 

These "twelve fonns of beneficial light" have to be compared with the 

twelve Zoroastrian divinities of the solar calendar, which consists of the twelve 

months of thirty days and which was adopted in the Vth century B.C. The twelve 

Zoroastrian entities52 are: fravartis (Avestf'an souls), excellent justice, integrity, the 

Sirius star, immortality, desirable empire, Mithra, the suns of the waters, fire, the 

creator, good thought, and holy devotion. 
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The interdictions of the Traite53 define the three Manichaean seaJs54 

(for the mouth, the hands and the breast). The seal of the mouth concerns food 

interdictions but also the uttering of certain words. A Manichaean must not slander, 

lie, swear or forswear. The seal of the hands forbids any violence likely to hurt any 

of the five elements (light, fire, water, wind, air). Because of this there exists a 

prohibition of agricullural work. The seal of the breast imposes the interdiction of 

any sexual relation. 

This triple division (thought, speech, action) can somehow be 

explained by Mazdaeism. It can be found in the Great Bundahishn where it is 

wriuen: 

"Wicked thoughts, wicked words and wicked deeds struggle against 

good thoughts, good words and good deeds ... 55 

At the end of the Traite56 appears a very surprising character who is 

connected to death. His name is Pingdengwang, the king of equality (truth). 

A Buddhist term from the Xlth century, Pingdengwang, might 

correspond lo the eighth king of a series of ten pseudo-Buddhist kings. But it 

probably corresponds to a Mazdaean divinity, for instance Rashnu who is one of the 

three judges of Hell and who is in charge weighing the souls of the dead. These 

examples show clearly that Chinese Manichaeism, in spite ot its Buddhist mask, has 

remained faithful to its Mazdaean origins. 

Moreover, we know that Mazdaeism, or, according to the Chinese the 

"cult of the celestial god of fire", played an important role in the Far-East for two 

centuries. It was enough for the Tang administration to organise a special office 

(sabao) which deall with all the matters concernig this religion. Unfortunately, the 

Chinese Mazdaean monuments have disappeared. 

Mazdaeism which was less lucky than Manichaeism could not 

infiltrate the Chinese. Some ancient historians even happen to confuse them. 

Zhipan57 (Xlllth century) spoke about "the Zoroaster of Persia who instituted the 

Manichacan religion of the celestial god of fire". 

It is also interesting to see how Mazdaeism which was the official 

religion of the Sassanians and a super-power of the first few centuries A.O., when 

obliged to expatriate, hid itself under the aspects of a religion - Manichaeism - that 

for a long period of time it had condemned and persecuted. Henceforth, it happened to 

be mistaken for this "heresy" that it wished to banish forever from the lands of the 

king of the kings. 

Heading for East, the religion of Mani had Lo take on certain Tao"isl 

and Buddhist aspects. However, it somehow kept its Iranian origins, its Mazdean 

birth. 
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22. Purely, thruth. grateness, force, vigilance, justice, heroism, protection, 
generation, benediction, pacification, meditation ... Hammer. 1976, p. 30. 
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24. Filliozat, I 9S3, p. S69. 
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Fig. 7: W!Sparkar dancing, with worshippers 
(Panjikent, room Vll/24) 

Fig. 8: Apam Napiit and Wesporkar (Panjikent, room XXll/I) 



Fig. 9: Adhvagh (terracotta from Panjikcnt. 6th c.) 

Fig. 10: i'ana an<l Vahram (?), cnlhronc<l an<l acrnmpanic<l tiy musician~ 
(ossuary from Xirmanlcpa, soUlhcrn Sog<liana) 



Fig. 12: Sogdian images of Mithra 
(above: painting from the palace of Shahristan, Ustrushana: 

below: wooden panel from Pwijikenl, room VII/I I) 



Fig. 13: Mithra with planetary symbols 
(Dokhtar-i Noshirwan, Afghanistan) 

Fig. 14: The gates of Hell (left) and Paradise (right) 
(Panjikent, detail of mural in room XXV/12) 

Fig. 15: Scene of worship (palace of Varakhsha, near Bukhara) 



Fig. 16: O~suary rrom Mollakurgan (Samarkand region) 

Fig. 17: Ossuary from the vicinity oF Shahr-i Sabz (southern Sogdiana) 
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