
The Yashts and Iranian 
Mythology

NES 397 / REL 397
Thus Spoke Zarathustra 

Week 4, Lecture 2 (10/04)

Act 1. Between Myth and Ritual: Iranian Heroes in the 
Young Avesta
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The Rest of the Avesta

• The Visperad, containing extensions to the yasna 
ritual performed on special occasions.

• The Vīdēvdād (older literature: Vendidad), 
containing some mythological material and 
purity regulations.

• The Khordeh Avesta

• Other fragmentary texts
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The Khordeh Avesta

• Consists of many 
smaller prayers and 
texts for lay use and 
to accompany 
certain ceremonies.

• Comprises the 
corpus of yashts or 
“hymns” to deities.
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Sources of Iranian Mythology

Avestan Sources: Primarily found in the “legendary” 
yashts (5, 9, 15, 17, 19), the “Hōm Yasht” (Y.9-11).

Pahlavi Sources: Bundahishn, supposedly 
originating the lost “Dāmdād” nask of the Avesta, 
isolated passages elsewhere.

Islamic-era sources: Arab historians (al-Tabari, al-
Thaʻalabi), the Shāhnāmeh of Ferdowsī (ca. 1010 
AD), secondary Persian epics (Garshāspnāma), etc.
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The Yashts

1. Ohrmazd Yasht (M), 2. Haft Ameshāspand Yasht (M), 3. 
Ardwahisht Yasht (M), 4. Hordad Yasht (M), 5. Ardwīsūr Yasht 
(L), 6. Xwarshēd Yasht (M), 7. Māh Yasht (M), 8. Tishtar Yasht 
(N), 9. Druwāsp Yasht (L, almost identical to Yt. 17), 10. Mihr 
Yasht (N), 11. Srōsh Yasht & Srōsh Yasht Hādoxt (N), 12. Rashn 
Yasht (N), 13. Frawardīn Yasht (N), 14. Warahrām Yasht (N), 15. 
Rām Yasht (L - dedicated to Vāyu), 16. Dēn Yasht (L), 17. Ard 
Yasht (L), 18. Ashtād Yasht (M), 19. Zamyād Yasht (L).

M= Minor/Late composition, L= Legendary, N= “Non-
legendary.” After Kellens 1978 & Skjærvø 1994.
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Inventory of the Legendary Yashts

Introduction of Ahura Mazda and Zarathustra, usually beginning 
with the formula “Ahura Mazdā said to Zarathustra [...]”

Invocation, praise, and sacrifice to the deity.

Physical description and praise of the deity (physical attributes, 
abode, dress, etc.)

Mythical-cosmological or legendary section.

Deity expresses wish to be worshipped (e.g., “Who shall praise me? 
Who shall sacrifice to me?”)
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Inventory of the Legendary Yashts

Request for knowledge about how to praise the deity 
(“with what kind of sacrifice will I sacrifice to you?”)

Promise of correct worship.

Precaution against arousing the deity’s anger.

Invitation for the deity to come to the sacrifice.

Request for rewards.

Concluding prayer.
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Transmission of myths from 
the Yashts to later times

By the Sasanian period, many of the legendary 
figures of the Yashts have been interpreted as 
ancient kings.

In Yasht 19, the story of the aarətəm- arənah- 
“the unseizable Glory” is told, along with details 
of the figures who tried to obtain it.

In later times, this xvarənah- becomes associated 
with Iranian kingship.
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The transmission of 
myths into later times 

By the Sasanian period, ancient Iranian legendary 
history is divided into the so-called 
“Pēshdādian” (“those created before”) period and 
the “Kayānian” period (“the period of the kays < 
Avestan kauuī “poet”).

This periodization remains the same in the 
Shāhnāmeh.
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The mythical age

Haoshiyangha paradhāta (Hōshang Pēshdād) (Yasht 
9.3-4, 19.25-26.)

Taxma Urupi (Tahmūraf ) (Yt.15.11-12, 19.27-29.)

Yima ( Jamshīd) (Yt. 19.30-34)

Aži Dahāka (Zahhāk), killed by Thraētaona (Farīdūn).

Kərəsāspa  (Garshāsp) (19.37-19.44)

Fraŋrasiiān the Turanian (Afrāsiyāb) (19.55-19.64)
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The Myth of Jamshid 
(Yima Xšaēta)

Yt.9.8
Radiant Yima with good herds sacrificed to Druwāspā from high 

Mount Hukarya a hundred stallions, a thousand bulls, ten 
thousand rams, and also bringing a libation, saying:

“Give me that prize, O good, strongest Druwāspā, that I may 
bring flocks of sheep and herds of cattle to Ahura Mazdā’s 

creatures and bring them non-destruction; that I may remove 
hunger and thirst, old age and death, heat and cold from Ahura 

Mazdā’s creatures for a thousand autumns!”
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The Myth of Jamshid 
(Yima Xšaēta)

Yt.19.31-34
The Fortune followed splendid Yima with good herds for quite a long time 

thereafter, so that he ruled on the sevenfold earth over evil gods . . . and mumblers. 
He deprived the evil gods of sheep and herds, satisfaction and glorification, and all 
their wishes and burning desires. Under his command, beasts and men never died, 
waters and plants never dried out, and there was no lack of savory foods. There was 

no cold or heat, no old age or death. Envy made by the evil gods there was not.

That was before, when he had not yet lied, before this one insidiously brought him 
the word Deception, for him to understand (the world?) as it not really was. After 
that, the Fortune, now visible, ran away from him in the form of a bird. No longer 
seeing the Fortune and seeking it in vain, radiant Yima with good herds roamed 

unhappy and despondent. Senseless he blundered about on the earth.”
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The Myth of Jamshid 
(Yima Xšaēta)

Dēnkard VII.20-22
Then [the xwarrah] came to Jamshēd, son of Wiwangh, telling him to converse 

with Ohrmazd. Of the four branches of the Tradition—priests, warriors, 
husbandmen, and artisans—he received all four. This enabled him to expand, 

increase, and make grow the world and, by the strength of moderation, to establish 
among the creatures absence of death, old age, corrosion and rot, making them 

blessed with Fortune and completely confident.
It is known from the good Tradition that the Creator Ohrmazd said to Jam: 

“Further my world!”—i.e., make it more numerous— “Make my world prosper!”—
i.e., make it more prosperous—“And accept to protect, nurture, guard, and 

maintain my world so that nobody will be able to harm or damage another!”
Jam agreed and did as Ohrmazd had commanded. By the same Fortune, he 

expanded the earth by two-thirds its original size.
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The Myth of Θraētaona 
and Aži Dahāka

Yt.5.33-34
Thraētaona of Āthviya’s house, rich in life-giving strength, sacri- ficed 
to Ardwī Sūrā Anāhitā by four-cornered Varna a hundred stal- lions, a 

thousand bulls, ten thousand rams, asking her:
“Give me that prize, O good, Ardwī Sūrā Anāhitā, you most rich in 

life-giving strength, that I may overcome the Giant Dragon with three 
mouths, three heads, six eyes, a thousand tricks, the mighty strong, 

deceiving Lie, this evil possessed by the Lie and afflicting living beings, 
which the Evil Spirit fashioned, inexpertly, upon the world of the living 

with bones for the destruction of the living beings of Order.
May I also carry off his two beloved women Sanghawācī and Arnawācī, 
who have the most beautiful, the most wonderful bodies to be won in 

the world of the living!”
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The Myth of Θraētaona 
and Aži Dahāka

Dēnkard VII. 25-26
In another age, when Jam’s Fortune was divided, by order of the Creator 

Ohrmazd, husbandry, the second branch of the Tradition, came to Frēdōn of 
the Āspiyāns as his share while still in his mother’s womb.

He was thereby made victorious and became able to respond to Dahāg from 
within the womb, hurting and stunning him, that mighty Lie! When he was 

nine years old he went forth to smash him, and, by his victoriousness, 
overcame Dahāg and delivered the creatures from him and made them 

breathe easily. He overcame the Mazandaranians and pushed back their harm 
and damage from the continent of Khwanirah. He divided Khwanirah 

between his three sons.
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The Myth of Fraŋrasiiān

Yt.19.56-58
The Turian villain Frangrasyān sought the strong unseizable Fortune from the Wourukasha 

Sea. Throwing off his clothes, naked, he sought that Fortune which belongs to the Aryan lands, 
to the born and unborn, and to Zarathustra, sustainer of Order. But that Fortune rushed forth, 
ran away, and evaded him. Then that stream came into being, flowing out of the Wourukasha 

Sea, the lake called Haosrawah.

Then Frangrasyān flew up, the greatly skilled Turanian, O Zarathustra of the Spitāmas, from 
the Wourukasha Sea, speaking evil deception:

“Blast it! I could not grab that Fortune which belongs to . . . and to Zarathustra. So I shall 
mingle with (and pollute) all things thirsty and wet, all things great, good, and beautiful. Ahura 

Mazdā will be upset when he sees again the creations he set in place!”
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