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Traditional Interpretations 
of the Life of Zarathustra
Dēnkard 8, summarizing a non-extant Spand Nask of the Avesta:

“The Spand is primarily about the coming into being and the 
conception of the stī, awahr, and xwarrah of Zarathustra, how 
each was created in the world of thought (mēnōy), and regarding 
the manner in which it was established in the living world, how it 
attached itself to his parents, the coming of his parents together, 
his being conceived in his mother, his being born from his mother, 
and whatever is in the same subject.”
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Traditional Interpretations 
of the Life of Zarathustra

Dēnkard 7.3.1-2: “Concerning the wonder which was revealed after the 
birth of that most glorious one (farroxtom) being born from a mother 
until his coming to the conversation with Ohrmazd: One thing that is 
manifest is that during his birth, he laughed. The seven nurses who were 
seated around him were afraid of him and they said, “What is this – is it 
due to nobility or scorn that this ungrown babe laughed during his birth 
like a honest man pleased with his duties?”
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[Zarathustra's mother, Dughdaw] summoned experienced women, 
the people that she had approved of,
Who would help her along and aid her with that pain.
The women who lived near her were sorcerers, ignoble people,
And they seized the door and roof [of her house] from end to end – it 
was as though they had become her wardens.
At the time when the morning light shone, glorious Zarathustra was 
born to his mother
He laughed as he was separated from his mother, and the house 
became radiant from his laughter.
His father was amazed, from that laughter, goodness, and shine of 
his.
He said to himself, "This is the divine glory! Everyone else comes 
out of their mother cries!"
They named him Zarathustra, and people high and low heard about 
what had happened.

Traditional Interpretations
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Traditional Interpretations
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Comparativists and 
Traditionalists

8



Christian Bartholomae
"The smaller older part [of the Avesta], 
characterized by greater linguistic archaism, 
comprises 17 so-called Gathas-lit. 'songs,' but 
actually sermons in metrical form-or rather 
excerpts from sermons ... I have no doubt that 
they are the work of the founder of the Iranian 
religion himself, that they contain the sayings 
and teachings of Zarathustra in the form he gave 
them himself, to the extent it is possible in a 
long, exclusively oral, tradition. Conclusive 
proof of the genuineness of the sermons is, in 
my opinion, the presence of so many purely 
personal elements."
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Christian Bartholomae

Zarathustra had developed his teaching in three 
stages: 

1) After a first revelation, he had begun teaching 
monotheism in his native country. 

2) After encountering opposition, he had to 
modify the system by incorporating evil.

3) Finally, he had to flee to eastern Iran, where 
he found princely support and was able to make 
a firm basis for spreading his new religion.
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James Hope Moulton

• Introduces the concept 
of the “pillar passage” to 
Gāthic criticism, 
borrowed from the nine 
pillar passages used to 
argue for a historical 
Jesus.
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Mary Boyce
“Zoroaster himself appears to have lived 
during a turbulent era of the great migrations, 
when the Indians and Iranians were on the 
move, before their invasions of the countries 
now called after them; and the conflict is 
mirrored in the Gathas between peaceful 
herdsmen, law-abiding, worshipping the 
Ahuras, who were content to occupy good 
lands for themselves and their cattle, and 
roving warrior-bands, rejoicing in conquest 
for its own sake, pillaging and plundering, 
and making immoderate sacrifices from their 
spoils to the battle loving daevas.”
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Mary Boyce

“One can deduce that Zoroaster held 
to the basic theology of the old 
Iranian religion, with all its yazatas, 
and that his reform consisted largely 
in reinterpreting its beliefs at a nobler 
and subtler level, in the light of an 
intensely personal apprehension of 
the supreme God, and of the struggle 
to be waged between good and evil.”
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Marijan Molé
"The divine service celebrated in the third Gāthā is that of 
Zarathustra. In the Ahunauuaiti this fact was not yet 
evident, and the zaotar  appears perhaps as distinct from 
the Prophet; from the encounter with Vohu Manah on, he 
identifies himself with him [Zarathustra] and assumes his 
personality. This I feel is the explanation of numerous 
passages in which Zarathustra is cited in the first person 
and clearly identified with the speaker. In the last two 
Gāthās, things will change, and the Prophet will no longer 
appear in the third person; thus, the exemplary and 
archetypal implication and value of the Zoroastrian divine 
service are underscored; what is thought to have happened 
one day, at the moment when the revelation was received, 
will acquire the meaning of an archetypal act, reproduced 
in all services celebrated since then-until the moment when 
the great final sacrifice takes place, which will bring about 
the Renovation."
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Helmut Humbach

• At the same time as Molé’s studies, Humbach 
showed through historical linguistics that the 
relationship between the two oldest Indo-
Iranian texts, the Old Avesta and the Ṛgveda was 
much closer than had been thought, and against 
Bartholomae, that the Gāthās could not be 
“sermons in verse.”
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Jean Kellens and 
Prods Oktor Skjærvø
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Act 2. 
The Role of Zarathustra and 
His Associates in the Gāthās
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Zarathustra

• Mentioned for the first time in the Ahunauuaiti 
Gāthā, where the poet-sacrificer requests 
inspiration, long life, and help in defeating his 
opponents, reminding Ahura Mazdā that this is 
how he helped Zarathustra.
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Wishtāspa

• Mentioned in the Gāthās as another poet-
sacrificer (kauuī-), who followed in the path of 
Zarathustra (zaraθuštrī-).

• In the later tradition, he is perceived of as a King 
and the patron of Zarathustra.

19



Zarathustra

• Next mentioned in the myth about the creation 
of the Cow (Y.29). The story in Y. 29 is that at 
the creation of the cosmos, no ratu “model” or 
ahura “lord” had been created to look over the 
cow, who will now suffer at the hands of the 
powers of darkness. Ahura Mazdā tries to assure 
the cow that with Zarathustra’s installation as 
poet-sacrificer that it has nothing to worry 
about.
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Zarathustra

• In the Ushtauuaiti Gāthā, the poet-sacrificer 
declares his credentials to perform the ritual, 
stating that like Zarathustra, he is ready to 
perform the ritual, finally assuming the role of 
Zarathustra himself and thus performing the 
archetypal sacrifice. 
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Zarathustra

• In Y.46, the poet recounts the details of 
Zarathustra’s reward for his sacrifice, 
mentioning Wishtāspa, Frasha-ushtra, Jāmāspa, 
and other figures later associated with 
Zarathustra in the traditional stories of his life.
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Zarathustra

• The Spentamainyu Gāthā evokes the imagery of 
a chariot race. As the poet discusses his 
preparations for the race, he recalls how Ahura 
Mazdā assisted Zarathustra in the primeval race, 
asking Ahura Mazdā to instruct the horse of the 
poet’s tongue just as Zarathustra’s was.
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Zarathustra

• At the end of the Gāthās, Zarathustra is again 
invoked in the Āiryema Ishiyo prayer in the 
context of the poet’s fees
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