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Act 1. Indo-European and the Indo-Iranians
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Indo-European Cognates
• English heart, Greek kard-íā, Latin cord-, Old 

Irish cride, Armenian sirt, Tocharian kär-yān, 
Old Church Slavonic srĭd-ĭce, Lithuanian širdis 
< Proto-Indo-European k´erd- “heart”

• Vedic bharāmi, Greek phérō, Latin ferō, Old 
Irish biru, Armenian berem, English bear, 
Persian mī-baram, Old Church Slavonic bero, 
Albanian bjer < Proto-Indo-European bher- 
“to carry.”
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The Indo-European Languages

4



Indo-European Religion

Since the late 18th century, scholars have been 
attempting to reconstruct an ancestral “Indo-
European” religion on the basis of the comparative 
study of the oldest texts in Indo-European 
languages.

F. Max Müller noted that Sanskrit deva-, Avestan 
daēwa, Latin deus, Old Norse Tyr were all 
descended from a common *deiwo “god.”

Müller problematically linked with *dyew “bright 
sky” and subsequently proposed that the old Indo-
European religion was essentially a sun-
worshipping cult.
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Indo-European Religion
In the early-mid-20th century, the 
French scholars Georges Dumézil and 
Émile Benveniste proposed that Indo-
European society was divided into 
three classes which were reflected by 
the functions of their mythological 
figures:

Priests/sacral function – i.e., 
brāhmaṇas, Mitra, Jupiter, Odin.

Warriors/martial function, i.e., 
kṣatriyas, Indra, Mars, Thor.

A g r i c u l t u r a l i s t s / p r o d u c t i v e 
function, i.e., vaiśyas, Agṇi, 
Quirinus, Freyr.
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Indo-European Religion
More recently, linguist Calvert Watkins has 
examined common expressions in poetic language 
to attempt to reconstruct proto-Indo-European 
myth. In particular, he traces the language used in 
dragon-slaying myths in different Indo-European 
languages:

RV. 1.32
indrasya nu viryāṇī pra ocaṃ […]
ahann ahīm anv apas tatarda
I now proclaim the manly deeds of Indra […]
He slew the serpent, drilled through to the waters.
Yt.14.38-40
yim θraētaonō taxmō bara
yō jana ažīm dahākəm
(That force) which brave Thraētaona bore,
who slew the dragon Azhī Dahāka
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The Indo-Iranian Languages
Proto-Indo-European

Proto-Indo-Iranian

Proto-Iranian Proto-Indic
Old

Middle

New

Old Persian

Old Avestan

Young Avestan

Middle Persian
(Pahlavi)

Parthian Bactrian
Sogdian

New Persian

Kurdish Pashto

Sanskrit (Vedic, Classical)

Prakrits

Hindi-Urdu, Gujarati, Marathi, Bengali 
etc.

EasternSouthwesternNorthwestern

Nuristani
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The Indo-Iranians
By some point in the late 3rd 
millennium BCE, the Indo-
Iranians are presumed to have 
separated from the Indo-
Europeans.

On the basis of archaeological 
finds, some archaeologists have 
attempted to identify the 
B a c t r i a n a - M a r g i a n a 
A rc ha e o l o g i c a l C o m p l e x 
(BMAC), ca. 2100-1750 BCE, 
with the proto-Indo-Iranians.
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Golden bull’s head from Altyn-Depe (present-day Turkmenistan).
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Mitanni and the earliest linguistic 
evidence for Indo-Iranians

Sometime after 2000 BCE, the Indo-
Aryans seem to have begun to migrate 
into modern Pakistan and Western 
India, while the Iranians eventually 
migrated into the Iranian plateau.

However, 15th century BCE documents 
from el-Amarna contain what appear to 
be Indo-Aryan personal names, and 
documents from the Hurrian kingdom 
of Mitanni list the gods Mitra, Varuna, 
Indra, and the Nasatyas. A horse training 
text lists the numbers aika “1”, tera “3”, 
panza “5”, satta “7”, and na “9.” The 
number one is presumably related to 
Sanskrit eka- rather than Iranian *aiwa-.
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The Iranians in Eastern 
Iran

The first chapter of the Vīdēvdād lists a 
series of lands which can be identified with 
the geography of Eastern Iran and Central 
Asia:

Gava inhabited by Sogdians, strong 
Margu, Bākhdhri (Bactria) the beautiful 
with uplifted banners, Nisāya, which is 
between Margu and Bākhdhri, Haraiva, 
Khnanta, inhabited by Verkānas 
(Hyrcanians), Harakhvati (Arachosia) 
th e b e a u t i f u l , a n d Haē t u m a n t 
(Helmand), rich and glorious.
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The Iranians in Western 
Iran

During the second millennium BCE, 
the areas of Fars and Khuzistan in 
Western Iran were ruled by a people 
called “Elamites,” whose language, 
written in cuneiform script, does not 
appear to belong to any known 
language family.

Iranian names begin to appear in 
Elamite texts ca. 10th century BCE, 
and by 844 BCE, a group called Parsu 
is first recorded in the Assyrian 
records. 

14



Act 2. The Orality Hypothesis and the Avesta
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The Old Avesta
Consist of the five verse 
Gāthās (Yasna 28-34, 43-51, 
53) and the prose Yasna 
Haptanghāiti (“the sacrifice 
with seven parts” Yasna 
35-41).

Composed sometime during 
the mid-2nd millennium 
BCE and were for some 
reason cr ystallized and 
transmitted by later speakers 
of Avestan.
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The Young Avesta
Consists of a variety of texts, including:

the Yasna, which is the text recited during 
the yasna sacrifice.

the Vīdēvdād, the “law to keep the demons 
away,” a collection of texts primarily about 
purification rituals, as well as some 
mythological material.

the Yashts, or hymns composed to 
individual deities.

the Khordeh Avesta, “Little Avesta,” 
comprising a variety of hymns and prayers 
for various uses.
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The Orality Hypothesis

• First proposed by Milman Parry and Albert Lord to 
answer the “Homeric Question” –  who was the 
Greek Poet “Homer”, and how were his poems 
composed prior to literacy?

• Relies on the notion of the formula to express 
“group of words which is regularly employed under 
the same metrical conditions to express a given 
essential idea.”
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Oral Transmission
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The Recension of the 
Avesta

The Avesta were composed and transmitted orally for centuries, 
just as the Ṛgveda were.

The text was probably written for the first time during the 
Sasanian Empire, perhaps sometime around the 5th century 
AD. The texts state that during the reign of king Khosrow the 
First (Anūshīrvān, r. 531-579) the text was divided into 21 
sections or nasks.

Earliest remaining manuscripts of Avestan texts date to the 13th 
century, and the majority are from much later periods.
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Old Persian
Written for the first time under 
Darius I for his Bisotun inscription 
(ca. 520 BCE), and continued to be 
used sporadically until near the end 
of the Empire. 

Texts refer to Ahuramazdâ and 
Mitra, such as in the formulaic baga 
vazạrka Ahuramazdā “A great God 
is Ahuramazda.” Some formula 
probably reflect knowledge of the 
oral Avesta.

One inscription of Xerxes I refers to 
the destruction of daiva temples.
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Middle Persian (Pahlavi)

Used for the royal inscriptions of the 
Sasanian Empire.

Most of the extant Pahlavi texts were 
written down during the 9th century 
CE, and consist of translations of 
Avestan texts, which often include 
extensive exegetical commentaries; 
religious texts, such as the Bundahishn 
and the Dēnkard; and “secular” texts, 
including some stories, instructions for 
writing letters, etc.
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New Persian (Fārsī, Darī)
Language of Iran after the coming of 
Islam (651 CE) to the present day. 
Written in an adaptation of the 
Arabic script.

The Shāhnāma of Firdawsī Tūsī 
(completed in 1010 CE) is a epic 
retelling of the mytho-history of 
Iran, and is ver y useful for 
comparison with Zoroastrian texts.

Persian was used by Zoroastrians in 
both Iran and India for a variety of 
compositions starting sometime 
around the 13th century.
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Gujarati

The language of the area of 
Gujarat in western India.

Used by the Parsis of Gujarat 
a n d B o m b a y f o r 
composit ion beginning 
a r o u n d th e 1 7 th - 1 8 th 
centuries, almost completely 
replacing Persian by the 19th 
century.
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The Oral Tradition Today
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Act 3. A Zoroastrian Cosmos
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Some key religious 
concepts

asha - variously translated as “Truth,” “Order,” 
“Righteousness.” Cognate with Sanskrit ṛta. Derivative: 
ashawan “Maintainer of Order.”

Refers to the cosmic Order, i.e., the Order of Nature and 
Mankind; the visible aspects of Order, i.e., the sky, the 
sun, etc. and the Ritual Order, i.e., the proper 
performance of ceremonies.

Opposed to drug - “cosmic Deception, the Lie,” the 
disordered creation of Angra Mainyu.
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The Two Worlds
ahu - “(state of ) Existence” – Existence is divided 
between two “worlds” and two aspects:

The world of thought (Pahlavi mēnōy) & the world 
of living beings (Pahlavi gētīy). 

Both worlds consist of good and evil ahus – the first 
good ahu is the Ordered Creation, the first evil ahu is 
the first attack of the Evil Spirit. Life on this earth is a 
struggle between good and evil. 
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The Gods

Ahura Mazdā is the head of the Zoroastrian pantheon who with his 
thought first ordered the cosmos and continues to uphold Order.

He is assisted by the Amesha Spentas “Life-giving Immortals,” who by 
Young Avestan times constitute Vohu Manah “good thought,” Asha 
Vahishta “best order” Khshathra Vairiya “choice command,” Spentā 
Ārmaiti “life-giving humility,” Haurwatāt “wholeness,” and Amertatāt 
“immortality.” These six, together with Ahura Mazdā, are often counted 
together as the seven Amesha Spentas.
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The Gods
• Mithra, described as having wide 

pastures, a thousand ears and ten 
thousand eyes, oversees contracts, 
associated with the sun.

• Sraosha, “readiness to listen,” very 
important connections to the ritual, 
smashes the demon Aêshma “wrath”

• Verethragna, “obstruction-smasher,” 
who helps free the heavenly waters.

• Ardwî Sûra Anâhitâ, associated with 
the heavenly waters, fertility, healing. 

• Ashî, the goddess of reward.

• Âtar, the fire, son of Ahura Mazda.
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