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The Langnage

Avestan

Avestan, the language of Zarathushira's reve-
lation, belongs to the Indo-Evropean family of
languages and is a sister language 10 Sanskrit.
Zarathushttra's hymns seem to have been trans-
mitted orally from generation to generation for
neacly two thousand years. Lt is believed that
there was no Avestan script during that period
in ancient lran. Through the millenmia, how-
ever, the corpus of Avesian literarure increased
and the language tself underwent certain
philological changes. As a resull of this, all the
past Githie compilations came to be known as
part of the Younger Avesta. The corpus of all
the literature—the Avesta—was probably first
committed to writing during the latter half of
the mid-Sasanian period.

Oid Persinn

Old Persian also belongs to the Indo-European
family of languages and is a cousin language to
Avestan. It became the official language of the
Achaemenians (550-330 B.C.) from the 6th
century B.C., oawards. The cuneiform inseri-
ptions of King Darius [ (522486 B.C.) which
are 10 be found at Behistun in 1ean, are in Old
Persian,

Middle Persian {Fahlavi)

Pahlavi is one of the Middle lranian languages
which developed from Old Persian during
Sasanian nmes (22465172 A.C.). [t has a poly-
phonjc alphabel of |4 basic letters which were
derived from an earlier Aramaic alphabet aiso
used by the Achasmenians. [t is believed that
the development of the Middle Iranian
languages started from the 3rd century B.C.
enwards.

Zand

The Zand comprises of the explanations and
commentaries of the Awvesta compilarions

which were [irst written down in a n:un.iw:f
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Pahlavi script, Zand, therefore, is not a
language as is commonly believed.

Pazand

The Pazand comprises of the explanations and
commentaries of the Pahlavi texis which were
written down in the nawly formed Avestan
script. The 46-letter Avestan alphabet was
invented as late as the 5th centory A.C. in
Sasanian times. It is believed that the Avestan

script was structured on the earlier poly-
phonic Pahlavi seript.

Fhe Avesia

Cortents of the Avesis

The Avesia as it exists today, confains cere-
monial liturgies, invocations to individual
divinities, the *‘law against the demons™
and various other supplementary prayers. It
also includes some loosely connected rules
for the conduction ¢f liturgical services. A
large portion of the Avesta is believed to have
besn lost to history; what remains is a com-

plex coilection of writings, which may be
divided into a number of individual texts -:n:ll
complete in itself,

The, Avesta in its present form may be class-
fied into § divisions :

1. Yasna (which includes the Gathds)
2. Yashis

3. Visperad

4. Vendidiad

5. Khordeh Avesta

The ¥Yasna :

The Yasng, which is the act of worship, con-
sists of a seriez of invocations and oblations
addressed and offered to all the divinities of
the Zoroastrian pantheon, who are invoked
in an hierarchical order. The Yosae is divided
into 72 chapters, some of which are repetitive,
The entire ¥Yasxa is recited in the Yasna (Guj.
Ifashne) cerentony in which the sap of the
pounded hom twigs and pomegranate leaves

A porfion of ihe Yasre compifed amd written in 1he A vestam sorims
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{.Fh.urw-zlrmn] is extracted and mixed with
goat's milk (Ph jlwdm) and consecrated well-
water (Ph. @b z6hr). The main corpus of the
Yasne i3 formed by the Sfaofa Yesnya which
begins with the Akunavar prayer (¥.19) and
ends with the Airvemae Ishyd prayer which is
recited immediately after the end of the fifth
Gatha (Y.53). The Gathds are thus insulated
to form the spititual core of the Yasna
. CeTemony.

The Yaeshis ;

These are the hymns of praise devoted to the
worship of individual divinities, the Yazalas,
who are the “adorable beings worthy of
worship” in the Zoroastrian pantheon, Many
of the Yazatas have a day or month named
it their honour.

The Yashts are recognized by their intro-
duction and conclusion which are similar in
style and syntax to each other. Bach Yashs
however, differs widely in age and content,

The Visperad :

The word Visperad comes from the Avestan
word Visperatav® meaning “‘All the Lords".
The Visperod is not an independent book, but
it is & collection of supplements to the Yosaa.
The Visperad ceremony is performed with
portions of the Yasne interspersed within it.
There are 24 chapters (Av. k2rEu) in the
Visperad. Most of these chaplers consist of
formal invocations in the style of the Yasna.
The Visperad is generally performed during
the Gahfmbar festivals and it containg expo-
sitions on the ritual portions of the Yasna.

The Vendiddd :

The Vendid®d (**The Law Against the
Demons'’) is not a liturgical work. It is regar-
ded as the Leviticus of the Parsis’; that is,
their ecclesimstical law book in which are
specified in great detail the laws of purity,

RHONaTIeD for sins and religious pepances.
B alio contains divergent material which

£. 7D Mackichan, p 8.

includes the geography of the Avesta, laws

_against breach of contract, the importance of

the dakhma, pollution by dead bodies, the
importance of the dog, and priestly duties 10
be observed. The Vendid®d is said to have
formed the original 19th Nask of the Sasanid
Avesta, As it exists today, it contains 22
chapters or forgards which are mostly in ques-
tion-answer form,

The Khordeh Avesta :

The Khordeh Avesig or the Minor Avesta is a
short extract from the entire Avesta. The
Khordeh Avesta consists of :

1. The five Nyaishes, which are litanies in
praise of the sun, light/contract, moon,
water and fire,

2. The five gaks or watches of the day.

1. The Sirezah, which contains two sets of
minor and major invocations in honour
of a pantheon of Zoroastrian divinities,
Each invocation is addressed to the specific
divinity of the day; there are three addi-
tional divinities— Burz, Hom and Dahm —
who are invoked on other occasions,
making a total of 33 invocations in each set.

4. The Afrinagdns or blessings.

The editing of the Khordeh Avesta has been
ascribed to Adurbdd © Mahraspandan, during
the reign of Shapur (I (309-379 A.C.). The
modern day Khordeh Avesta includes an amal-
gam of additional Avestan and Pahlavi prayers
which are recited by the laity on different occa-
510MS.

Fragmentary Avestan Texis :

A few large fragments of writings, many in-
complete in themselves, have been preserved,

i, Nirangisi@n : It is an extensive exposition
on the rituals of the Zoroastrian tradition.

2. The Nasks : It is known that the Avesta
once consisted of 21 Narics and the existing

Avestan texts are a part of the origimal; only
the Vendiddd and the 3} fragments of the
Hadokht Nosk have survived independently,

3. Other Avestan lragments.
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The Middie Persian Texts

The Middle Persian texts are s storehouse of
information for any serlous stodent of
Zoroastrianism, The Pahlavi texts form an
importent link between ecarly Zoroastrian
thought and its subseguent development
through the ages.

It ia important to realize that the Middle
Persian texts are full of abstract allegorical
concepts and metaphors which, at times, are
difficalt ta comprehend. However, one must
try to grasp the underlying principkes which lie
behind the written word, in order that ane
may appreciate the continuity and richaess
of the faith and tradition.

Some of the Major Pahlavi Texts
Burndahishn : 6th century A.C.

The term Bundakishn, meaning creation, is
applied to the Pahlavi work which relates o
the cosmogony, cosmology, mythology and
legendary history of the ancient Iranians, The
fuller text is known as the framion Bundahishn
or the Zand Agakik, “knowledge from the

Zand*”,

Di¥desedn-i-M&ndg-FKhrad : 6th century A.C.

This text ("'Opinions of the Spirit of
Wisdom') comptises of 62 guestions which
were asked to the Spirit of Wisdom on matters
connected with the religion. The topics
included the nature of wisdom, the creation of
the world, the nature of truth, the 10 happiest
and wnhappiest lands, the 33 good works, the
30 cardinul sins and information on the best
types of foad, grain, fruit and wine,

Ardd Wirdy N¥mag : final redaction in the 9th
century A.C.

The Ard¥ Wirgzs Namag appears to have been
initially compiled in ancient times; however, in
its surviving form, it seems to be a work of the
post Sasanian period. The righteous Wirz, it
is said, was temporarily transported in spirit
“from the land of the living to the land of the

dead®’, The spirit of Wirflz, for seven days nnd
nights, made a grand tour of heaven and heit
while his body was i & trance. During this
journey, he saw the rewards and retributions
meted out to the righteous and wicked souls in
heaven and hell respectively. This text is popu-
lar and widely read by many Zercastrians.

Zadspram : 9th century A.C,

The ZIdspram wes written by mobed
ZEdspram, the son of mobed Juwinjam. It
deals with subjects similar to those in the
Bundahishn and it also includes legends
regarding Zarathushtra and his family, the
omniscience of Wisdom, the nature of the
evil spirit, the formation of men, and the renc-
vation of the world at the end of time.

Didestan-i-iihig | 9th century A.C.

This text (“'Opinions of the Religion’') was
written by Manushchihr, the brother of
Zidspram and son of mobed JuwiAnjam, the
high priest of Pars and Kerman. bt comprises
of 92 questions amn:d answers about the faith.
The answers given by Manushchibr include
a wide variety of topics like the expiation of
sin, the importance of the sudreh, kitsti, adop-
tion, guardianship, the role of priests and the
doctrine of death, followed by the renovation
af the world.

Epistles of Manushchifr : 9th century A.C.

It seems that the abave epistles {letiers) were
writtén by Manushchihr to refute and rebuke
the shortcuts and changes that his brother
Zadspram wanted with regards to rituals. In
the epistles, Manushchihr ordered an imime-
diate return to former customs and traditions.

Shkand-gumdnig Wizar : 9th century A, C.

The Shkand-gumaniy Wizar (*Doubt-dispel-
ling explanation’) is an excellent metaphysical
treatise in which are tackled the fundamental
concept of duality, the doctrine of good and
evil, their separate origin and existence, and
other philosophical issues, by a genius of his
time = Mard&nfarrokh | Ohrmazd dadiin.
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Shﬁyaﬂ-ni—sha‘yeﬂ: 9th centiry A,

SHayest-nd-shgvesf meaning “‘the proper and
improper'” is a compilation gontainihg mis-
cellanepos laws and customs regarding sin and
impurity, as well as it includes some informa-
tion about religious ceremonies and basic
Zoroastrian doctrine; -

*

Dénkard: 9th century A.C,

The Dénkard (“"The Acts of the Religion’')
is the longest extant Pahlavi work which was
written by AdurFarnbRg Farrokhzadan, and
edited and enlarged by Adurbad Eméddn. It
contains a synopsis of the Zoroastrian religion
during that petiod, together with a list
comprising the whole of the Sasanid Avesia
which was contained in the 21 Nasks. However
the D&nkard does contain certain ” eclectic
religious beliefs which, it is said, derive thgir
source from the early Platonic, Gnostic and
Zurvanite schols,

The Shiihndme: 11th century A.C.

The Sh@hnamé {(“Book of Kings™) is at
Iranian epic composed in verse form by th
great lranian Firdaosi Tusi. He started hi
work in 9% A.C. and complieted it in 1010 A.(
after having composed 45,000 lines of raymin
paetry in the  Motogareh meter. Firdaus
Jderived his source and inspiration from ;

Pahlavi chronicle called the Khwaddy Namag
~—the hook of Kings. [n his poem he outlings
the life and times of the mythical Pishdadian
and the herpic Kayanian dvnasties. The latter
part of his poem bears the stamp of historical
veracity, after the advent of Alexander the
Accursed, The poem is replete with rich
jmagery and stories which, if understood,
gives one a deep insight into Iranian” thought,

* history, Uterature and culture.

1 ]
The Persian Rivdyats: 14th to 18th
rentury A.C,

The Persion Rivayals comprise of a collection
of letters, treatise and messages of instruction
given by the lranian prizsts in reply to the ques-
tions asked by their counterparts in India

‘mainly between the i5th and 17th centuries
‘A, C. The Rivdvais cover a variety of topics

including the doctrine, laws and the ingtruc-

tions incorporating ancient abservances and

ritnals as practised by the Zaroastrian commu-
nity in lran. The mast famous of the Rivdyais
is the one compiled by Hormazyar Framarz,
whose Riv@yors were translated inte English by
the great Parsi scholar, Ervad Bamanji
N. Dhabhar, and published by the K. R. Cama
Otdental Institute in 1932, In this edition, are
also included the English translations (done by
Ervad Dhabhar) of the Olma-i-fsiem, Baghman
Yasht, Jamaspi, Akkan i Jomasp, Saddar Bun-
dahesk and numerous other topics of interest.

A portion of the Sh3hndmé in the Persian fenguage and script
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