
In the Beginning and the End
NES 397 / REL 397
Thus Spoke Zarathustra 
Week 10, Lecture 1-2 (11/13-15)

Act 1. The Primal Creation
Act 2. Dualism, Monotheism, Time?
Act 3. The End of the World as We Know It: Social Hierarchy and the 
Eschaton



Accounts of Creation
• Already described in Plutarch’s De Iside et Osiride. 

• The “orthodox” dualistic accounts of creation: found in 
the Bundahišn and the Pahlai Rivayat.

• Other accounts: Zurvanite (that Ahura Mazda and 
Ahrimen are twins born from Zruuan / Zaman “time”)  
– found in Islamic and Armenian sources, as well as 
some Persian Zoroastrian texts; “monotheist” (that 
Ahura Mazda created Ahrimen) – found in the Pahlavi 
Wizirgerd î Dênîg and late Persian/Gujarati material.



The creation according to 
the Bundahishn

• Ohrmazd exists in the endless lights in 
omniscience and unlimited time (zamân î 
akanârag) along with the dēn. Ahrimen exists with 
backwards knowledge and a murderous desire in 
the darkness. Between them is void, or Wāy. 

• Ohrmazd knew of the existence and envy of 
Ahrimen, so for 3,000 years he created his 
creation in the world of thought with which to 
combat Ahrimen.



The creation according to 
the Bundahishn

• Ahrimen, unaware of Ohrmazd, rises to the border, 
sees the lights, and begins to envy it. He attacks it in 
order to destroy it. He rushes down to the darkness 
to whittle forth demons with which to fight. The 
two inspect each other’s creations. Ohrmazd does 
not like Ahrimen’s; Ahrimen does like Ohrmazd’s.

•  Ohrmazd tricks Ahrimen by offering peace. 
Ahrimen thinks this is a trick, that Ohrmazd is 
weak, and so he refuses.



The creation according to 
the Bundahishn

• The two set the length of the battle for 9000 
years. Ohrmazd knew that everything would go 
according to his will for 3000 years, for 3000 
years everything would be mixed and go 
according to the will of both, and then the final 
battle would get started.

• Ohrmazd then recites the Ahunwar, showing 
Ahrimen his victory, who then falls stunned and 
unconscious back into the darkness.



The creation according to 
the Bundahishn

• Ohrmazd establishes the creation in the world of 
thought. For this, he needs “time of long 
rule” (zamân î dagr-xwadây) as his first creation. 
Then he fashions his creatures in the form of fire – 
first the Good Wây, then the straight speech, then 
the Ahunwar, and then the year. 

• Then he establishes the Amahrspands, and the other 
gods, followed by the elements, and the world of the 
living begins to gestate within the world of thought.



Ohrmazd’s Creation 
according to the Bundahišn

Ohrmazd’s “creation” 
essence of the gods
time of the long dominion permanence
from his own essence the form of the creatures from it the good Wāy
from material light true speech
from endless light endless form
from endless form the Ahunwar
from the Ahunwar the spirit of the year the six Amesha Spentas
the three judges



Ahrimen’s Creation 
according to the Bundahišn

Ahrimen’s Creation
from material darkness lying speech
in the form of black *coal
Waran
by which the creatures were set in motion the essence of the demons



Creation of the Living in 
the World of Thought

the six Life-giving Immortals 
Wahman
Ardwahisht
Shahrewar
Spandarmad 
Hordad and Amurdad 
true speech 
Srôsh, etc.

“creations” in the world of the living 
the sky
the water
earth
plants 
cow 
man
Ohrmazd himself

opponents 
Akôman
Indar 
Sâwul 
Nânghait 
Tarômat
Tarich and Zêrich
Foul Spirit himself



Creation in the World of 
the Living

endless lights > fire
fire > wind 
wind > water 
water > earth

1 sky as defense
2 water to smite down the demon of thirst
3 plants for the kine
4 earth
5 kine for the blessed man
6 the righteous man to strike down the Foul Spirit 
7 fire from endless lights
8 wind

1 in the form of an egg, aided by joy
2 an arm-length deep, aided by wind, etc.
4 smooth, aided by water and fire
3 totally smooth, containing minerals and metals 
5 the bull in Êrânwêz, aided by water and plants 
6 Gayômard, aided by sleep



47. But they (the Persians) also relate many mythical details about the gods, and 
the following are instances. Horomazes is born from the purest light and 
Areimanius from darkness, and they are at war with one another. The former 
(Horomazes) created six gods, the first being god of good will, the second god of 
truth, the third god of good order, and the others gods of wisdom and wealth, the 
sixth being the creator of pleasure in beautiful things. The other (Areimanius) 
created an equal number as rivals to these. Then Horomazes, having magnified 
himself to three times his size, removed himself as far from the sun as the sun is 
distant from the earth, and adorned the heaven with stars; and one star, Sirius, he 
established above all others as a guardian and watcher. Twenty-four other gods 
were created by him and put into an egg. Those who were created from 
Areimanius were of equal number, and they pierced through the egg. . . and so it 
comes about that good and evil are mixed.

Zoroastrian Cosmology according to 
Plutarch (46-120 CE), De Iside et Osidride



57. Ohrmazd nurtured his creation in the world of thought in such a way that it 
was in moisture, unthinking, unseizable, unmoving, like semen.
After the state of moisture, there was a mixture like semen and blood; after the 
mixture there was a rolled-up lump, like a . . ., then protrusions, like hands and 
feet, then cavities, like eyes and mouth, then motion, when it came into the light. 
Still, in the world of the living, they are formed in the mother’s womb and born 
and nurtured in that way.
58. And by setting in place the creation Ohrmazd is its father and mother. For 
when he nurtured the creation in the world of thought, that was being its mother, 
when he transferred it into the world of the living, that was being its father.

Zoroastrian Cosmology according to the 
Bundahišn 1.



1. When the Foul Spirit was undone and lying unconscious, as I wrote above, he 
lay stunned for 3000 years.
2. During that inactivity of the Foul Spirit, Ohrmazd fashioned the creation into 
the world of the living.
From the Endless Light he fashioned fire, from fire wind, from wind water, and 
from water the earth with all things with bones.
3. As it says in the Tradition: The first creation was a drop of all waters, that is, 
everything was from water, except the semen of men and animals, for that semen 
is from fire. […]
6. First he set in place the sky, light, visible, very far and in the shape of an egg, 
made of shining metal, that is, its essence was steel and male, and connected its 
top to the Endless Light. He set in place the entire creation inside the sky, like a 
fortified camp, in which all the tools needed for the battle have been placed, or 
like a house in which everything is stored. […]

Zoroastrian Cosmology according to the 
Bundahišn 1a.



13. Sixth he fashioned Gayōmard, luminous like the sun—he meas- ured four 
spears in height, his width equal to his height—on the shore of the River Dāitī, 
where the middle of the world is, Gayōmard on the left, the Bull on the right. 
And the distance between them and the distance from the water of the Dāitī was 
as much as their respective heights. He possessed eyes, ears, a tongue, and a mark. 
The “mark” of Gayōmard is the following: mankind is born from his seed in that 
manner.
To help him he gave him sleep, the relaxation of the creator. For Ohrmazd 
fashioned forth that sleep in the shape of a luminous tall young man of fifteen. 
And he fashioned Gayōmard together with the Bull from the earth. And from the 
light and turquoise color of the sky he fashioned the semen of humans and cattle, 
as these two semens are seed from fire, not from water. He placed them in the 
bodies of Gayōmard and the Bull so that it would produce plenitude of men and 
cattle.

Zoroastrian Cosmology according to the 
Bundahišn 1a.



3. He donned a white garment and held the office of High Priest. For all 
knowledge is with the high priests, who then teach people, and everybody learns 
from them. 4. Ohrmazd’s proper function was setting in place the creation, and 
the creation can be set in place by knowledge. Therefore he donned the office of 
knowledgeable men, that is, that of High Priest.
5. Good Wāy donned a gold and silver, diamond-studded garment, variegated, 
multicolored, and held the office of Warriorhood. For he was to go after the 
enemies to smash the Opposition and protect the creation. 6. As it is said: Wāy’s 
proper function is removing the Opposition in both creations, the ones the Life-
giving and Foul Spirits set in place, so that, when they start the battle, then 
Ohrmazd’s creation will be increasing, while that of the Foul Spirit will be cut off.
7. From Time, he fashioned the firmament, the body of Zurwān-of- long-rule, the 
good assignment of fates. He donned a dark-blue garment and held the office of 
Husbandry. For his proper function is like that of husbandmen to cultivate herds 
appropriately.

Zoroastrian Cosmology according to the 
Bundahišn 3.



26.At Midday, Ohrmazd with the Amahrspands prepared the sacrifice in the 
world of thought. During the performance of the sacrifice, the entire creation was 
set in place. With him were the pre-souls of mankind, who brought all-aware, 
thoughtful wisdom to mankind.
He said: “Which seems more profitable to you: that I fashion you forth to the 
world of the living so that you will fight in bodily form with the Lie until you cut 
it off and I will redress you immortal in the end and again give you to the world of 
the living where you will forever be deathless, ageless, without Opponents, or that 
you should eternally protect (the world of thought) against the Assault?”
The pre-souls of mankind saw by their all-aware wisdom the evil from the Lie and 
Ahrimen that would befall them in the world of the living, but, because the 
opposition from the Adversary would disappear in the end and they would again 
become sound and immortal in the Final Body for ever and ever, they agreed to 
go (to the world of the living).

Zoroastrian Cosmology according to the 
Bundahišn 3.



1. It says in the Tradition that, when the Foul Spirit saw that both he and the demons 
would be undone by the Righteous Man, he had been stunned. For 3000 years he lay 
stunned.
2. During that stupor, the (animal-?)headed demons one by one lied: “Rise up, our 
father, for we will fight such a battle that Ohrmazd and the Amahrspands will be in 
dire straits!”
3. One by one they enumerated their evil deeds in detail.
4. It did not pacify the wicked Foul Spirit, and he did not rise from his stupor for fear 
of the Righteous Man until the wicked Whore came at the completion of the 3000 
years and lied: “Rise up, our father, for in that battle I shall let loose so much harm 
upon the Righteous Man and the toiling Bull that their lives will not be worth living. 
I shall steal their Fortune, I shall harm the water, the earth, the fire, the plant, and the 
entire creation established by Ohrmazd!”
5. She enumerated her evil-doings in such detail that the Foul Spirit was pacified. He 
jumped out of his stupor and placed a kiss on the Whore’s head. The pollution now 
called “menses” appeared on the Whore then.

The Assault of Evil according to 
Bundahišn 4



10. Then the Foul Spirit rose up together with mighty demons to oppose the lights. He saw that 
sky which they had shown him when in the world of thought, at a time when it had not yet been 
set in place with bones (= in this world), and in his envious desire he attacked it.
The sky stood on the star level, but he dragged it down into the empty space—which, as I wrote at 
the start, was between the original light and darkness—so that one-third of it stood above the star 
level. Like a snake, the sky jumped below this earth, where it was thrashed and broken.
He rushed in at Midday on the day of Ohrmazd in the month of Frawardīn, and the sky feared 
him like a sheep fears the wolf. […]
27. The seven planets with numerous demons to help them were mingled into the firmament for 
the battle with the stars. He sullied the entire creation as when a fire rages and smoke rises 
everywhere, and they fought to reach the throne of those whose actions are above in order to 
mingle with them too.
For ninety days and nights (i.e., until midsummer?), the gods in the world of thought were 
fighting with the Foul Spirit and the demons, until they overcame them and threw them back into 
hell. The sky was made into a stronghold, so that the Opposition was unable to mingle with them.
28. Hell is the center of the earth, where the Foul Spirit pierced the earth and rushed through.

The Assault of Evil according to 
Bundahišn 4



1. It also says that, when the Bull placed alone passed away, he fell to the right, and, after 
Gayōmard passed away, he fell to the left.
2. Gōshurūn, that is, the soul of the Bull placed alone, came out of the body of the Bull, stood 
before the Bull, and, with a voice as when a thousand men cry together, complained to Ohrmazd: 
“To whom have you entrusted the guardianship of the creation, since the earth is lying trembling, 
the plant is dry, the water fouled? Where is that man of yours whom you said you would give so 
that he would utter care (for cattle)?”
3. Ohrmazd said: “You are sick, Gōshurūn, with the Foul Spirit’s sickness and the malice the 
demons have brought upon you. If it were possible to set in place that man at this time, then the 
Foul Spirit would not possess this power to do violence.”
4. Gōshurūn went forth to the star, moon, and sun levels, complaining in the same manner.
5. Then they showed it the pre-soul of Zarathustra, saying: “We shall set this one in place in the 
world of the living to utter care.”
6. Gōshurūn was contented and accepted: “I shall nurture the creation,” that is, it agreed to cattle 
being placed in the world of the living.

The Bull’s Complaint from Bundahišn 4a



1. It was manifest in the firmament about Gayōmard that he would live for thirty 
years after the Assault, during the struggle between the stars and the planets.
2. As it has been said about the time before the Assault: “Brave Gayōmard’s life 
and rule had been set to thirty winters.” (. . .)
7. As Gayōmard passed away, his seed went into the earth, in the same way that 
now, too, all men pour out their seed at their passing.
8. Because the body of Gayōmard was made of metal, seven metals appeared from 
the body of Gayōmard.
9. As for the seed that went into the earth, after forty years, Mashī and Mashiyānī 
grew up from it, from whose coupling (khwēdōdah) the world of the living was 
filled up, the demons cut off, and the Foul Spirit undone.

The Bull’s Complaint from Bundahišn 4a



6. At the completion of forty years, Mahlī and Mahliyānī grew up from the earth as a plant in 
the shape of a rhubarb with one stem and fifteen leaves. Their hands were in the back (or: at 
their ears), and they were attached (paywand-) to one another. They were of the same height 
and same appearance. 7. Between them Fortune came up. They were of the same height, so 
that it was not apparent which was the male and which was the female. That Ohrmazd-given 
Fortune that was with them is the Fortune placed in mankind.
8. As it says: Which was made first: the Fortune or the body? And Ohrmazd said: “The 
Fortune was made first, then the body was made for it, placed in the body,” that is, once one’s 
“duties” had been fashioned, the body was made for performing one’s duties [cf. p. 18]. 9. 
And the explanation is  that the soul (ruwān) was made first, then the body. The soul inside 
the body guides one’s duties.
10. Then they both changed from rhubarb-form to people-form. And that Fortune went into 
them from the world of thought, that is the soul.
Similarly, now, too, a tree grows, whose fruits are the ten kinds of humans.
11. Ohrmazd said to Mashī and Mashiyānī: “You are humans. You are the parents of the 
world of the living. You were the first creations of my Complete Thought (= Ārmaiti), so 
you must perform work and law with complete thought! Think good thoughts, speak good 
speech, perform good action! And do not sacrifice to the demons!”

Mahlī and Mahliyānī from Bundahišn 14



The Zurwanite Creation 
from Shahrastânî

• Some of them say … : “The great Zurwān stood and prayed for 
9,999 years to have a son, but did not have one. Then there 
occurred [in] him a thought and he said: “This knowledge is 
perhaps worthless,” and Ahreman came into being from that one 
reflection, and Hormiz came into being from that knowledge, 
and both were in one belly. Hormiz was closer to the gate of exit, 
but Ahreman used a strategem and by splitting the belly of his 
mother he came out before Hormiz and took possession of the 
world.”



1. He asked, “How and in what way did the wicked Evil Spirit become manifest at the 
original creation? Is he the creation of Ohrmazd, or did he become manifest on his own?
2. He said, “It is through that original creation that wicked Ahriman is the creation of 
Ohrmazd. Some say that he is un-powerful and most dark. And he doesn’t have a single 
share of wisdom. So how, and in what manner, and with what means and foresight could 
he come into existence on his own and create his own creation?
3. Thus, *they make you ask, “Why, and with what reason has he fashioned the foul one?
4. He said, “For this reason, since, if Lord Ohrmazd had not created Ahriman, in hell, 
who would exact punishment on the souls of the wicked ones? Every punishment which 
is done to the souls in hell is according to the command of Ohrmazd – there are some 
that say it is from the judgment of Ohrmazd.  In vengeance, he increases himself, the 
well-brandished mace comes over the wicked Ahriman and strikes him on the head. He 
can no longer exact punishment. Then, regarding (his) wisdom, one should know 
without doubt that the evil spirit is obedient and the creation of Ohrmazd. It is manifest 
from the Hādōxt of the Avesta, “The life-giving creator, Ahura Mazdā” and likewise it is 
clear from “I am called the creator.” The Zand is this: “I am called the creator, and I 
created all the creation.”

The Creation of Ahrimen in Wizirgerd ī 
Dēnīg 8



The creation of the Xrafstars 
from the Wizirgerd

• “And a speech about this: Ohrmazd the creator fashioned all the creation which is 
beneficent like the sheep and cattle and that which is harmful, like the lion and the 
onager and the dragon so that man in his wisdom will recognize that this thing is 
good, and this is bad, and this is profitable, and that is harmful. For if nothing is 
harmful, how and in what manner will one be able to recognize and know beneficial 
things? […] And another matter is this: Everything in the creation which Ohrmazd 
has fashioned, (even) if in appearance it is harmful and causes injury, like a great 
snake which bites a man (so that) he dies instantly, in its head is a bead which gives 
him life and grants man a cure from being bitten by snakes.



Religious diversity in the 
Sasanian empire
During the Sasanian Empire, we know of at least two large religious movements 
that targeted Zoroastrians for conversion: Mani (216-276 AD) was patronized 
by Shâbuhr and Hormazd I, but imprisoned by Warahrâm I, under the 
influence of Kerdîr; Mazdakism, started by Mazdak (d. ~ 528) was patronized 
by Kawâd I, but put down by Xusrô I.

Kerdîr: And in the realm Jews, Buddhists (shaman), Hindus (braman), 
Nazorean Christians and other Christians, baptists (magdag), and Manicheans 
(zandîg) were struck down, idol temples were destroyed, and the dens of the 
foreign gods were ruined and turned into thrones and seats for the gods. And 
throughout the realm, services to the gods were greatly increased. Many 
Victorious fires were established, many priests were rendered prosperous, and 
many fires and priests received official letters of recognition.



Shaked’s Arguments against 
a Sasanian orthodoxy

• Variants in creation myths: “The number of 
variants recorded in the Islamic sources for the 
basic myth of creation is truly staggering” (p. 
14); the myth of the Bundahišn is just one 
strain.

• These variations in myth do not seem to have 
been connected to any doctrine



47. There will come the destined time when Areimanius, the bringer of plague and famine, must needs 
be utterly destroyed and obliterated by these. The earth shall be flat and level and one way of life and 
one government shall arise of all men, who shall be happy and speak the same language. Theopompus 
says that, according to the Magians, for three thousand years alternately the one god will dominate the 
other and be dominated, and that for another three thousand years they will fight and make war, until 
one smashes up the domain of the other. In the end Hades shall perish and men shall be happy; neither 
shall they need sustenance nor shall they cast a shadow, while the god who will have brought this about 
shall have quiet and shall rest, not for a long while indeed for a god, but for such time as would be 
reasonable for a man who falls asleep. Such is the mythology of the Magians.

Zoroastrian Eschatalogy according to 
Plutarch (46-120 CE), De Iside et Osidride



Universal Eschatology

After Zarathustra dies begins the age of “mixed iron,” the 
last three thousand years of the world. According to 
tradition, his semen is deposited at the bottom of “Lake 
Kiyânsê.” From this semen three sons will be born, one 
every thousand years.

During the millennium of Ushêdar, there will be a 
terrible rain followed by a harsh winter lasting three 
years, during which almost all of mankind is killed. The 
world is then filled up from Yima’s ( Jamshêd’s) enclosure.



Universal Eschatology

Toward the end of Ushêdarmâh’s millennium, the Giant Dragon, Azhdahâg, breaks his 
chains and causes much devastation in the world. Several heroes who have been lying 
sleeping in various places are awakened to combat their opponents. The dragon-slayer 
Kersâspa is awakened to slay Azhdahâg.

Toward the end of human existence, the Fortune will come to the saoshyant Astwaterta, 
son of Vîspa.taurwairî (she who will overcome all (evils),” and he will lead the battle 
against Evil. He will raise the dead, and Zarathustra’s son Isadwâstar gathers all mankind, 
whose good and bad deeds are revealed. For three days and nights the evil will be tortured 
in hell. Then the heavenly dragon Gôchihr falls down from heaven and sets the earth on 
fire. The metal in the mountains is smelted and pours into a giant river, through which 
humanity must pass. The good pass through without discomfort, while the evil have the 
rest of their evil burnt out of them.



Universal Eschatology 

The final sacrifices in the world of the living will be 
performed by Zarathustra and Wishtâsp and in the 
world of thought by Ohrmazd and Srôsh. Thereby, 
the Final Body will be produced, and the world will be 
Perfect. The Lie will be overcome and banished to its 
original abode, and the Evil Spirit shall no longer have 
any power. Death will be overcome and banished, and 
mankind will return to the state it lived in under the 
rule of Yima, being again indestructible.


