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THE ZOROASTRIAN FLAME




‘Zoroastrianism, revealed by God to Zarathustra, was the religion of the ancient Iranians who populated the Iranian Plateau in the first millennium bce and of the rulers of Iran for over a thousand years, when it was supplanted by Islam. Although as old as Hinduism and Judaism, it is the great religion least known to the general public. For anybody who wonders what Zoroastrianism was and still is, this is the perfect volume. With outstanding contributions by Western specialists and Zoroastrians themselves, it provides a superb overview of the content and history of the religion, as well as scholarly approaches to it, its traditions in the West throughout history and its relevance in the modern world. We also learn about its astral cosmology and how the Zoroastrian calendar was inscribed on a silver plate from Bactria (Afghanistan); how Zarathustra was portrayed in images and in the Persian Book of Kings; how to weave the sacred belt worn by all Zoroastrians and the enduring importance of its symbolism; and the question that occupies both Zoroastrians and their non-Zoroastrian friends: how will they survive in today’s world while still preserving their identity?’

Prods Oktor Skjærvø, Aga Khan Professor of Iranian Studies Emeritus, Harvard University

‘This impressive multi-authored volume by internationally renowned specialists embraces a large range of topics crucial to our understanding of one of the world’s oldest yet still living religious traditions. Covering the huge timespan of three millennia, Zoroastrianism – the ancient Iranian religion – has not only shown surprising longevity among its adherents in Iran and India, but has also continually attracted and fascinated outsiders, from ancient Greeks and medieval Islamic Sufis to early modern European Christians. Many, over the centuries, have sought to unlock the enthralling mysteries of the religion of the magi. Despite much progress in modern scholarship, numerous questions regarding almost every aspect of Zoroastrianism remain to be discussed. The present volume offers a rich array of enquiries into some of the most intriguing problems of the field, extending from historical matters to modern practice. All the contributions here are of the highest quality, written from different perspectives by a wide spectrum of the foremost experts – Western academics as well as scholars from the Zoroastrian community – who provide absorbing new insights. Together with its beautifully illustrated companion volume, The Everlasting Flame: Zoroastrianism in History and Imagination (I.B.Tauris, 2013), this new book will be an essential resource for those readers, laypeople and scholars alike, interested in Zoroastrianism and more broadly in the time-honoured, long-lasting cultural traditions of the Near and Middle East.’

Maria Macuch, Professor of Iranian Studies, Freie Universität Berlin
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

Authors in this volume use a range of sources in a number of languages including Avestan, Pahlavi and New Persian. It will be seen that systems of transliteration most suited to the language have been used throughout the book. For Avestan editors have adopted that of K. Hoffman and for Pahlavi that of D. N. MacKenzie. For New Persian we have used the I.B.Tauris system of transliteration that follows the Iranian Studies scheme and employs very few accents and diacritical marks: ‘a’, ‘e’ and ‘o’ for short vowels and ‘ā’, ‘i’ and ‘u’ for long vowels.


INTRODUCTION

Alan Williams

The study of Zoroastrianism is a microcosm of the study of religion globally: so many of the patterns and problems we meet in the greater field are present here in miniature. First, there is the fact of the great antiquity of the tradition, spanning several thousand years and enduring a succession of empires from the Achaemenid to the British: this has necessitated constant reinvention of itself – a fact of being alive. The symbol of the Zoroastrian flame is a paradigm of the phenomenon of continuity and change – that ever-present and perennial double-edged theme in the study of religions. Zoroastrianism changed from being a proselytizing faith in its early stages and was later re-defined as an ‘ethnic’ identity, circumscribed by strict caste-like boundaries that prohibited intermarriage and conversion into the religion (for example among the Parsis).1 Further subsequent re-definitions have presented it as a universal religion. It was previously an imperially sanctioned ‘church’ (under the Sasanian dynasty, 224–651 ce), and then became a struggling minority (dhimmi) community under Islam. Expanding from its original homeland, it passed through migrations westwards and eastwards and also became a minority religion of the Indian subcontinent. Now it also has a small but extensive global diaspora and has even taken on ‘para-Zoroastrian’ forms in post-modernity.2 Its theological, doctrinal and ritual influence upon Judaism, Christianity and Islam (not to mention more widely) has been both advocated and disputed by scholars from inside and outside Iranian Studies. Having begun in prehistory as an oral tradition, with a strong liturgical-ritual foundation, in the course of time its ‘texts’ were written down, in a number of languages and scripts: yet for centuries afterwards oral transmission remained the norm within a professional priesthood. The nature and place of its very origins are still in dispute among scholars. Yet, in spite of all these vicissitudes and uncertainties, it has endured with a remarkable adaptability and vigour for regeneration,3 surviving into the twenty-first century as a small but perfectly multi-formed, living tradition, not a cultural fossil.

The fact of its ‘aliveness’ brings a dimension to its study which is taken for granted in more populous religions, namely that a dialogue exists between the faith tradition and those who study it in the academy. Nowadays the study of Zoroastrianism is not confined to European and North American, non-Zoroastrian academics. On the one hand, it is the case that for many years the North European/American academic tradition dominated scholarship on the Zoroastrian tradition and its corpus of texts. On the other hand, however, there has been a robust Zoroastrian participation in the academic study of the history and texts of the tradition for two centuries, since K. R. Cama (1831–1909), T. D. Anklesaria (1842–1903), J. J. Modi (1854–1933), M. N. Dhalla (1875–1956) and J. C. Tavadia (1896–1955), down to the Zoroastrian scholars of the present day, in India and Iran, some of whom are contributors to this volume. For recent and contemporary Zoroastrian scholars, both Indian Parsi and Iranian, this field is not merely an academic curiosity, but something with which, in varying degrees, they may identify and to which they feel connected.

In their recent compendious volume, The Wiley Blackwell Companion to Zoroastrianism, the editors Michael Stausberg and Yuhan Sohrab-Dinshaw Vevaina assert that scholarly books on Zoroastrianism in general (that is, not covering specialized studies on particular texts, themes or periods) can be divided into the following categories: the shorter introductory volume, the selection of textual primary sources, the multi-volume survey, the illustrated volume, the exhibition catalogue and the online encyclopedia. This present book does not fit into any of those categories. Its origins lie in a series of conversations over the years with Sarah Stewart on our concerns with acknowledging and bridging the gap between what some call the ‘emic’ and ‘etic’ approaches to religion. (This is a subject directly addressed in one of the essays below, namely that of Yuhan Vevaina in on ‘Insiders’ and ‘Outsiders’ and all that lies between in the study of Zoroastrianism.) Dr Stewart and I had independently worked on Zoroastrian texts following the established methods of the European academic tradition we had learnt from our teachers and senior colleagues (principally Mary Boyce and others who had been influenced by the scholarship of Walter Bruno Henning and Friedrich Carl Andreas). On the other hand, both of us had also spent time, separately, in India, with Parsi Zoroastrians, and in Iran with Zardushtis (she much more than I – see her Chapter 18 in this volume). As a result, unlike Western students of Zoroastrianism and Iranian Studies from previous generations, we knew many Parsi and Irani Zoroastrians well and we had collaborated with them as well as studying texts in libraries. What formed the centre of our conversation was the very different ways of looking back at Zoroastrianism. This was initially sparked by discussion of the curiously refracted and layered memory recorded in the text of the Qesseh-ye Sanjān I had edited and translated, a late sixteenth-century composition by a scholar-priest of Navsari in Gujarat, Bahman Kaikobad Sanjana, which tells of a great sweep of thousands of years of Zoroastrian ‘history’ in a story of just 432 verse couplets. I quote a brief passage from the introductory section of Bahman’s account to illustrate what I mean by ‘refracted and layered memory’:

Now listen to the tales of wondrous things,

told from the lore of priests and ancient sages.

I tell it, but it’s not contained in telling,

and writing cannot limit it to paper.

But I would seek to tell a little portion,

were there a hundred words, I’d say just one.

I came to hear it from a wise dastur,

whose goodness made him famous for all time.

And he had read the Zand and the Avesta,

he’d rid himself of Ahreman’s dark forces. […]

[…] He told this tale just as the ancients told it,

he spoke the hidden mysteries of the righteous.

One day it was he told this story to us,

strung beautifully the pearls of past events.

For that dastur who told this story to me

may goodness be his ever-present friend.

I shall relate the story in his words,

I’ll tell the secret deeds of Zoroastrians.4

Here the author, who stands within the tradition, sees himself as a link in a chain: the tradition has come into his present, and he is re-telling it for the future. In this sense he is not looking back at all as a historian does: he is facing forwards to the future, addressing a pious readership, embodying the tradition of the past in his present. The medium of poeticized story (qesseh) is ideal for this relating of tradition, connecting the past to the future, expressed in the metaphor of ‘the pearls of past events’ (dor-e akhbār) being ‘strung beautifully’ (beh nikuʾi … softeh).

In this volume, also ‘strung beautifully together’ (we hope), are the essays of 18 scholars from 10 countries: Canada, Germany, India, Iran, Italy, Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, the UK and the USA. All the authors in this book delivered a previous short form of their presentations at a conference held at SOAS, University of London, in October 2013: since then they have written them up into chapter-length essays. They represent a very wide spectrum of scholars in the field, younger and older, linguistic and literary specialists, social scientists and Religious Studies specialists and indeed religious experts from the tradition itself. The editors have regarded it as a virtue and enrichment of the volume that the contributors all write from such different perspectives. To borrow the terminology of Yuhan Dinshaw-Vevaina’s chapter, our contributors range across an axis from ‘The Full Insider’ to the ‘Full Outsider’, with the intermediate positions of ‘Critical Insider’ and ‘Embedded Outsider’. Clearly the High Priest, Dastur Dr Firoze M. Kotwal, is a ‘Full Insider’, as is also Khojeste P. Mistree, the founder of the religious education trust Zoroastrian Studies – though this is nuanced by the fact that both are scholars who have studied in the Western academy. It may be thought that the fact that all have participated in a volume such as this implies that all occupy the middle ground of either ‘Embedded Outsider’ or ‘Critical Insiders’ – but that is not the case. The register and reasoning of each discourse are sufficient indicators of our stance with regard to our subject. One thing has become apparent in the overcast light of post-modernity: we all come from somewhere and, like it or not, reveal our own agendas, theological or otherwise. For example, authors’ use of the term ‘essentialist’ or ‘relativist’, when used of others, reveals the implicit position of the speaker. These days nobody in the study of religion can claim the kind of scientific objectivity ‘we’ used to claim, with regard to the larger dimension of the field at least.

The volume is not merely a series of chapters in a compendium, edited objectively in a list of categories that must be covered, in which none of the authors talk to one another. All the essays were heard by all the contributors at the conference, before an audience of several hundred listeners from the academic and Zoroastrian communities in London, and others from the general public. In this sense ‘conference volume’ is not an apologetic term for a publication. We were talking to one another. It was not a tightly directed conversation, focused on a narrow time frame or particular theme. The brief of the conference was methodological rather than thematic, looking at how we see, rather than merely what we see in regard to the ancient, medieval and recent past. Moreover, we were asking people to think about how identity is formed by the act of looking back through both history and tradition. The brief to contributors, sent out a year before the October 2013 conference, explained the agenda as follows:

Throughout their long history Zoroastrians have referred to notions of what is traditional and authoritative in order to conserve their identity as both a majority and a minority faith. This involves a process of connecting, in every generation, to what is received and recovered from the past, whether it be religious texts, teachings, practices, or events both real and imagined. However, tradition is not a simple or static phenomenon; it is on-going, accumulative and responsive to the need for change in social and cultural contexts […] In this two-day conference we examine the patterns of identity formation in ancient, medieval and more recent periods, looking at how texts, traditions, icons, rituals and symbols have been used to form Zoroastrian identities.

There is no attempt in this volume to give definitions or general answers to the great questions that our field contemplates – on origins, meanings, pasts and futures. The nature of this format is that it allows an international assembly of scholars to develop particular themes and theories they have been working on independently and present them to a wide audience for further discussion. With due respect to all of them, each chapter in this book is highly characteristic of the work of that particular author: by contrast academic text books and ‘companion volumes’ normally try to avoid giving the sense of the temporal and cultural context in which scholars write, aspiring rather to a timeless scientific objectivity. This collection is a polyphony of different studies around the theme of how and why we look to the past.

Before turning to a summary of the chapters it would not be fitting to proceed without mention of one scholar who, unfortunately for reasons of ill-health, was unable to attend the original conference nor to contribute to this volume, namely one of the most prolific and influential scholars in the study of the Zoroastrian community worldwide, Professor John R. Hinnells. I was able to read out a message from him to the conference in lieu of his lecture, and I should record here that I know he would very much have wished to have contributed to this volume. The fact that his name is actually mentioned on more than 50 occasions in the text, notes and bibliography is testimony to the tireless contribution he has made to the field, for which scholars are most grateful.

This book is divided into four parts. Part I, ‘Theme and Approaches’, comprises two chapters, one thematic and one methodological in subject matter. Philip Kreyenbroek, in his keynote address to the conference, ‘Looking to the Past in the Gāthās and in Later Zoroastrianism’, sets the discussion off in the direction of thinking about the concepts of time, the past, tradition and history in Zoroastrianism. Professor Kreyenbroek finds that the distinction between an archetypal mode of being and a mundane one, was a crucial element of Zarathustra’s thinking. This is related to the deeply rooted notion of the two times in Zoroastrianism: limited, mundane time and limitless, beginningless and endless time. The difference between the two times is the fact of the invasion of evil and subsequent corruption of the physical world in limited time. Religious tradition, then, emulates and strives after the values and realities of the archetypal, timeless state of being – in this sense identity is sought not in the ways of this transient world, but in looking to the reality that preceded it and yet which runs parallel to it. In short, the present world will be made whole again only by embodying those realities of the archetypal world in existence. ‘Looking back’ has, therefore, an existential and theological meaning for Zoroastrians, and indeed it is through tradition rooted in the past that the way to the eschatological future is found.

Yuhan Vevaina, in his provocative chapter ‘No One Stands Nowhere’, jumps straight into the methodological deep end of our subject, namely that of our subjectivity and objectivity as academic scholars of Zoroastrianism. Dr Vevaina is well up to speed on methodological issues in the general history of religions, and brings insight into the problem that until recently has been a fact of life in Iranian Studies and the study of Zoroastrianism: the relative invisibility of Zoroastrian academic participants in the academic world. Although Zoroastrians, Parsis and Iranians have played an active part in scholarship in the past two centuries, it remains true that in the past the principal historical agenda and theoretical schemata have been set down by non-Zoroastrian, European scholars – in Vevaina’s typology, mentioned above already, by outsiders. Vevaina is himself proof, along with Jamsheed Choksy, Dastur Firoze M. Kotwal, Shernaz Cama and Khojeste Mistree in this volume, that Zoroastrian voices are now more fully participating in international debates. His essay brings a clarity, salted with his own wry turn of phrase and supported by a wealth of evidence: the more radical hypothesis behind his argument is generally expressed in relatively technical language, for example in identifying ‘the mutually implicated nature of our knowledge production’, but he puts the meaning of this for our subject into more concrete terms for our consideration:

we all, both ‘Insiders’ and ‘Outsiders’, are co-authoring the (auto-)biography
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