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INDO-IRANIAN RELIGION

INDO-IRANIAN RELIGION. Indo-Iranian comparative studies enable us to
distinguish a fund of religious concepts, beliefs, and practices that are
common to ancient Iran and ancient India. It is methodologically possible to
reconstruct some elements of an Indo-Iranian religion by using the surviving
evidence of ideas and practices that seem to be unrelated to the Zoroastrian
tradition in Iran and to the later developments of religious thought in ancient
India and yet, at the same time, have something in common. These elements
are connected with rituals, the pantheon, myth and epos, concepts of death
and afterlife, cosmography—that is to say, several different aspects of a
religion, though not ones that enable us to reconstruct an organic system from
the standpoint either of doctrine or of ritual or as regards individual or
collective behavior.

The highly ritualistic nature of the Vedic religion and of the religious world in
which, by way of reaction and deliberate opposition, Zoroaster’s message
established itself, features a number of common points. These include the
ritual and symbolism of fire (Atar in Iran; Agni in India), the main theophany
in Zoroastrianism, where there are three distinct ritual fires (of priests,
warriors, and farmers) and five natural fires (in men, animals, plants, clouds,
and the earth), according to a conception that is of Indo-Iranian origin
(Duchesne-Guillemin, 1961, pp. 36-37); the cult of *sauma (see HAOMA), Av.
haoma-/Skt. soma; the purificatory rites involving the use of animal urine (see
GOMEZ); some aspects of the more archaic funeral ceremony (Gonda, 1962, pp.
49-50); and some cosmographic, cosmogonic, and cosmological concepts
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(Boyce, 1975, p. 130 {f.).

As for the cult of haoma in Iran and soma in India, several studies have long
since pointed out the features that help trace it back to a common origin
(Hillebrandt; Henry), notwithstanding the specificity of its different
developments in the two branches of the Indo-Iranians and in the relative
ritual and sacrificial performances (yasna in Iran, yajfia in India). Haoma or
Soma is not only the name of a plant, or a mushroom (Wasson; Brough;
Gershevitch, 1975; Flattery and Schwartz), but it is also the name of a deity or
“one worthy of worship” (yazata in the Zoroastrian tradition) in the Avesta
and in the Vedas, a divine priest (Boyce, 1975, p. 160).

There are also some precise Indo-Iranian parallels between the “Son of the
Waters” (Apam Napat in the Avesta; Apam Napat in the Vedas; Boyce, 1975, pp.
44-52) and the Avestan Nairyo.sapha (“of manly utterance”; cf. Vedic
narasamsa; Gray, pp. 152-54; Gershevitch, 1959, pp. 205 f.). The same can also
be said for the Waters (Apas) and the other figures connected with ritual
practice, sacrifice, and libations (Av. zao6ra; Skt. hotra).

The Indo-Iranian term for “god” is Vedic deva, Avestan daéva, that derives, like
the Latin deus, from an Indo-European root meaning “shine, be bright.” After
Zoroaster had condemned the polytheism of the past, this term came to denote
in Iran, even in the Achaemenian inscriptions (Old Pers. daiva), false gods and
demons (Duchesne-Guillemin, 1962, pp. 189 ff.), while in India it was also used
for some deities that were opposed to others designated by the term asura (Av.
ahura) “lord” (Kuiper, 1985). The original meaning of daéva or daiva in Iran
can be deduced, amongst other things, from the Avestan expression
daeva/masya, similar to the Vedic deva/martya, which have their parallel in the
Greek theoi/andres (anthropoi) and the Latin dii/homines, all of which mean
“gods and men” (Benveniste). As for the term ahura or asura, which was used
in Iran and India alike for gods or men, in the Zoroastrian tradition it referred
especially to the supreme god, Ahura Mazda, to Mifra, and to Apagm Napat,
who are regarded by some as being the Three Lords of the Indo-Iranian
pantheon (Boyce, 1975, p. 48), while in the Veda, as well as meaning divine
beings in general, it often referred in particular to Dyaus Pitar “Father Sky”
(ibid., p. 23).

Comparative studies of ancient Iran and Vedic India reveal various aspects of
an ancient theology that goes back to a period we can define as Indo-Iranian.
The information Herodotus (1.131) gives about the deities of the Persians
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reveals an archaic situation, with a pantheon that is to some extent Indo-
Iranian. The sun, the moon, the earth, fire, water, the atmosphere, and the
winds, as well as the whole heavenly vault, have a number of nature gods
corresponding to them both in India (Gonda, 1962, pp. 65 ff.) and in Iran,
where there is plenty of evidence for them in the Avesta. Divine entities,
heavenly or astral bodies, can be found there as deities of the heavens and
more generally of nature, especially in the part containing the Yasts. In Iran
there are some particularly important beings worthy of worship that have, in
various ways, an Indo-Iranian prehistory, such as Mifra (Yast 10), VaraBrayna
(Yast 14), Vayu (Yast 15), Haoma (Yasna 9-11). For the purpose of Indo-Iranian
comparative studies an important figure is the Iranian Varabrayna, a neuter
noun meaning the “smiting of resistance,” the personification of victory, that
survived in Zoroastrianism (see BAHRAM). In India the adjective (vrtrahan)
was especially used as an epithet of the god Indra (q.v.), who was demonized
in Zoroastrian Iran together with Saurva, the Indian Sarva, the equivalent of
the violent, warlike Rudra, and Nanhaifya, the equivalent of Nasatya in the
Rigveda. These deities appear next to Varuna as Aryan gods of the Mitanni
kingdom in tablets discovered at Bogazkdi in Asia Minor (Thieme, 1960;
Dumézil, 1961; Mayrhofer, 1966). In Indo-Iranian comparative studies
admirable efforts have been devoted to Varafrayna and Indra, though the
solutions reached are not univocal and give rise to some problems (Benveniste
and Renou; Lommel, 1939; de Menasce; Burrow; Boyce, 1975, pp. 62-65).

As for the Indo-Iranian Mitra (Meillet), the Indian equivalent of the Iranian
Mifra is evident, although the Indian Mitra is undoubtedly a much vaguer
figure in the Vedic pantheon than is the divine entity (yazata) in Yast 10, the
god (baga) in the Achaemenian inscriptions, the Mihr in Pahlavi text theology,
or the deity in Iranian-Anatolian and Mesopotamian circles, where the cult of
the Mithraic mysteries came into being (Cumont; Vermaseren; Turcan).

As far as female deities are concerned, attempts have been made to
reconstruct the figure of an Indo-Iranian goddess who was particularly
connected with water, fecundity, and fertility, on the basis of a comparison
between the Iranian Aradvi Stra Anahita (see ANAHID) and the Indian
Sarasvatl “She who possesses waters” (Lommel, 1954), although we must bear
in mind the influence of Mesopotamian and Semitic religious concepts on the
Uranian Aphrodite of the Persians, according to the evidence given by
Herodotus (1.131).

Without underestimating the occasional influence that a non-Aryan
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substratum may have had on the religions of ancient Iran and India, we must
bear in mind that an Indo-Iranian comparative study can give important
results—for instance, by research into some fossilized remains in the religions
of the Hindu Kush area, between Nurestan and Dardestan, that can possibly be
traced back to Indo-Iranian or ancient proto-Indo-Aryan origins (Jettmar,
1975; Tucci, 1977).

Other useful fields for the reconstruction of an Indo-Iranian religion are myth
and epos. As well as the aforementioned Vrtrahan, another highly significant
example is that of the Iranian Yima, the son of Vivaghvant, and the Indian
Yama, the son of Vivasvant, king of the golden age in Iran (Christensen, 1917
and 1934) and ruler of an underground realm of the dead in India (Boyce,
1975, p. 92). No less meaningful are the examples of the first man,
Gayo.maratan (see GAYOMART) in Iran and Martanda in India (Hoffmann,
1957), and of other heroic figures, especially those belonging to the mythical
dynasty of the Paradatas or PiSdadians (Yarshater, 1983, pp. 420-36), before the
Kavyan or Kayanian dynasty (Christensen, 1931; Yarshater, 1983, pp. 436-73):
these heroes are connected with the haoma/soma sacrifice and the victorious
fight against, respectively, the dragon AZi Dahaka (see AZDAHA) and the
dragon Visvarupa (Boyce, 1975, pp. 97-100).

Noteworthy contributions to the study of the mythological and epical-
legendary motifs of Iran and India have been made by G. Dumézil (1968-73)
and S. Wikander (1959), with particular reference to the theory of the
tripartite ideology of the Indo-Europeans, in which a common heritage of
myths and legends of definite Indo-Iranian origin is highlighted, though at
times controversially.

With regard to funeral ceremonies and beliefs concerning the afterlife, an
Indo-Iranian comparative approach is still possible, and useful, for the
purpose of reconstructing common elements. It is indeed most likely that the
funerary customs, with the cremation of corpses in India and their exposition
to vultures in Iran—and with the respective burials of the bones—became
differentiated as independent, secondary developments, compared to an
original practice of inhumation, of which traces can also be found in Iran (see
ASTODAN; BURIAL ii. and iii.; CORPSE), where the Avestan term daxma, which
was later used in the Zoroastrian tradition to denote the towers of silence, is
thought to be derived from a root meaning “to bury” (Hoffmann, 1965).
Cremation and exposition, on the other hand, most probably both had the
purpose of favoring a rapid detachment of the spirit from the body, so that it
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could then ascend to heaven (Boyce, 1975, p. 113).

Some idea, at least an embryonic one, of a paradisiacal existence was not
altogether unfamiliar to the primitive Iranian mind, although it cannot have
been marked by strictly ethical values. A happy life after death must have
been reserved for an elite of priests and warriors, while the background of
individual eschatology must have been dominated by the belief in a grey,
shadowy survival of the spirits of the dead in a nether region, which was
approached along the paths trodden by deceased ancestors (Oldenberg, pp.
546 f.). There is an echo of a similar afterlife, which is neither good nor bad, in
the Zoroastrian concept of an intermediate zone, halfway between heaven and
hell, for those who have deserved neither too much nor too little in their life
on earth (see HAMESTAGAN), while those who succeed in possessing Truth
(Av. Asa; Ved. rta) and who are therefore asavan or rtavan (see ASA and
ASAVAN) are assured of a state of blessedness.

The very concept of asSa and rta is a fundamental theme of Indo-Iranian
comparative studies. The term, which can be translated “truth” (Luders;
Gershevitch, 1959), also has the meaning of “order” in the broad sense of the
word: cosmic, ritual, social, and moral order. The possession of asa/rta is the
sign of a spiritual fulfillment that enables the aSavan/rtavan to enter into a
new dimension of life which, in spite of its being characterized by a post-
mortem state of blessedness, does not belong entirely to the afterlife; such a
person is an initiate or a seer, one whose intimate bond with the other life,
which eludes the physical senses, gives him access to the mysteries of earthly
life (Gnoli, 1979). Zoroaster did not repudiate these concepts but gave them
new ethical meanings that were coherent with his dualistic idea, and he used
the language that was typical of the religious tradition in which he had been
trained as an expert in the art of priesthood.

The idea of a sort of initiation for the purpose of acquiring the supreme
wellbeing of asa/rta was therefore of Indo-Iranian origin. It formed the basis
of an “Aryan mysticism” (Kuiper, 1964), whose characteristic signs were an
experience of inner light and a vision that was seen by the “eye of the soul.”

With regard to cosmography, the idea of a cosmic mountain that rose at the
earth’s center as an Axis Mundi is a common Indo-Iranian legacy (Boyce, 1975,
p- 134; Schwartz, p. 644). Both the Iranians and the Indians alike believed that
the world was divided into seven regions (karsvar in Iran; dvipa in India) and
that it was surrounded by a mountain range. The central region, which was
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surrounded by the other six, was called Xvanirafa in Iran and Jambudvipa in
India. In the middle of this region there rose a lofty mountain, the Hara
barazaiti, the “high Hara” (see ALBORZ), in Iran and mount Meru, or Sumeru,
in India (Kirfel); and to the south of this mountain, in both cases, there stood a
miraculous tree, the Iranian Tree of All Seeds or the Indian Jambi Tree (see
COSMOGONY and COSMOLOGY i.). The peak (Av. Taéra; Pahl. Térag) of Hara
was also known by the Avestan name Hukairya “of good activity” (Pahl.
Hukar) or the Pahlavi name Cagad 1 daidig, the “lawful summit” (see CAGAD I
DAITI).

BIBLIOGRAPHY

E. Benveniste, “Hommes et dieux dans ’Avesta,” in Festschrift fiir W. Eilers,
Wiesbaden, 1967, pp. 144-47.

E’. Benveniste and I. Renou, Vrtra et Vr6-ragna, Paris, 1934.

G. M. Bongard-Levin and F. A. Grantovskii, De la Scythie d I'Inde. E'nigmes de
Phistoire de anciens Aryens, tr. P. Gignoux, Paris, 1981.

M. Boyce, “Atas-zohr and Ab-zohr,” JRAS, 1966, pp. 100-18.

Idem, A History of Zoroastrianism 1, Leiden and Cologne, 1975.

J. Brough, “Soma and Amanita Muscaria,” BSOAS 34, 1971, pp. 331-62.
T. Burrow, “The Proto-Indoaryans,” JRAS, 1973, pp. 123-40.

A. Christensen, Les types du premier homme et du premier roi dans Uhistoire
légendaire des Iraniennes 1, Stockholm, 1917; II, Leiden, 1934.

Idem, Les Kayanides, Copenhagen, 1931.

F. Cumont. Les mysteZres de Mithra, Bruxelles, 1913.



https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/alborz-massif-iran
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/cosmogony-i
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/cagad-i-daiti-or-daitya-lit
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/cagad-i-daiti-or-daitya-lit

Vol. X111, Fasc. 1, pp. 97-100 @
)

R. N. Dandekar. Der vedische Mensch, Heidelberg, 1938.
]J. Darmesteter, Etudes iraniennes, Paris, 1883.

A. de Jong, Traditions of the Magi. Zoroastrianism in Greek and Latin Literature,
Leiden, 1997.

J. de Menasce, “La promotion de Vahram,” RHR 133, 1948, pp. 5-18.

J. Duchesne-Guillemin, Zoroastre. Etude critique avec une traduction
commentée des Gdtha, Paris, 1948.

Idem, Symbolik des Parsismus, Stuttgart, 1961.
Idem, La religion de I'Iran ancien, Paris, 1962.

G. Dumézil. “Les ‘trois fonctions’ dans le Rgveda et les dieux indiens de
Mitani,” Académie Royale de Belgique. Bulletin de la classe des lettres ..., 5e
série, 47, 1961, pp. 265-98.

Idem, Mythe et épopée, 3 vols., Paris, 1968-73.
D. S. Flattery and M. Schwartz, Haoma and Harmaline, Berkeley, 1989.
I. Gershevitch, The Avestan Hymn to Mithra, Cambridge, 1959.

Idem. “An Iranianist’s View of the Soma Controversy,” in P. Gignoux and A.
Tafazzoli, eds., Mémorial Jean de Menasce, Louvain, 1974, pp. 45-75.

G. Gnoli, “ASavan. Contributo allo studio del libro di Arda Wiraz,” in G. Gnoli
and A. V. Rossi, Iranica, Naples, 1979, pp. 387-452.

]J. Gonda. Ancient Indian ‘ojas’ Latin ‘“*augos’ and the Indo-European nouns in
—es/-os, Utrecht, 1952.

Idem, Les religions de l'Inde, 1, tr. by L. Jospin, Paris, 1962.
Idem, The Vision of the Vedic Poets, The Hague, 1963.
L. H. Gray, The Foundations of the Iranian Religions, Bombay, 1929.

S. S. Hartman. Gayomart, Uppsala, 1953.




@\ INDO-IRANIAN RELIGION | Gherardo Gnoli

V. Henry, “Esquisse d’une liturgie indo-iranienne,” in W. Caland and V. Henry.
L’Agnistoma, description compleZzte de la forme du sacrifice de Soma 11, Paris,
1907. pp. 469-90.

A. Hillebrandt. Ritualliteratur, Vedische Opfer und Zauber, Strassburg, 1897.
Idem, Vedische Mythologie, 2nd ed., 2 vols., Breslau, 1927-29.

K. Hoffmann. “Martanda und Gayamart,” MSS 11, 1957, pp. 85-103.

Idem, “Av. daxma-,” KZ 89, 1965, p. 238.

G. Hiising, Die iranische Uberlieferung und das arische System, Leipzig, 1909.
K. Jettmar, Die Religionen des Hindukusch, Stuttgart, 1975.

]J. Kellens, Le panthéon de I’Avesta ancien, Wiesbaden, 1994.

W. Kirfel, Die Kosmographie der Inder nach den Quellen dargestellt, Bonn and
Leipzig, 1920.

H. Krick, Das Ritual der Feuergriindung, Vienna, 1982.

F. B.]. Kuiper, “The Bliss of ASa,” II] 8, 1964, pp. 96-129.
Idem, “Note on Avestan ahu,”II] 28, 1985, pp. 287-90.

H. Lommel, Der arische Kriegsgott, Frankfurt am Main, 1939.

Idem, “Anahita-Sarasvati,” in Asiatica. Festschrift fiir F. Weller, Leipzig, 1954,
pp. 404-13.

H. Luders, Varuna I, ed. L. Alsdorf, Goéttingen, 1959.
A. A. Macdonell, Vedic Mythology, Strassburg, 1897.

M. Mayrhofer, Die Indo-Arier im alten Vorderasien, mit einer analytischen
Bibliographie, Wiesbaden, 1966.

Idem, Die Arier im Vorderen Orien—Ein Mythos? mit einem bibliographischen
Supplement, Vienna, 1974.

A. Meillet, “Le dieu indo-iranien Mitra,” JA, 1907, pp. 143-59.




Vol. X111, Fasc. 1, pp. 97-100 @
)

M. Mok, “L’épopée iranienne apres FirdosL,” La Nouvelle Clio 5, 1953, pp.
377-93.

H. Oldenberg, Die Religion des Veda, 2nd ed., Berlin, 1917.

A. Panaino, TiStrya, Part I: The Avestan Hymn to Sirius, Roma, 1990.
Idem, Tistrya, Part II: The Avestan Myth of the Star Sirius, Rome, 1995.
L. Renou, Religions of Ancient India, London, 1953.

K. Ronnow, Trita Aptya, eine vedische Gottheit, Uppsala, 1927.

B. Schlerath, “Gedanke, Wort und Werke im Veda und im Awesta,” in
Antiquitates Indogermanicae. Gedenkschrift fiir H. Giintert, Innsbruck, 1974, pp.
201-21.

M. Schwartz, “The Old Eastern Iranian World View According to the Avesta,”
in The Cambridge History of Iran 11, Cambridge, 1985, pp. 640-63.

F. Spiegel, Eranische Alterthumskunde, 3 vols., Leipzig, 1871-78.

Idem, Die arische Periode und ihre Zustdnde, Leipzig, 1887.

P. Thieme, Der Fremdling im Rgveda, Leipzig, 1938.

Idem, Mithra and Aryaman, New Haven, 1957.

Idem, “The ‘Aryan’ Gods of the Mitanni Treaties,” JAOS 80, 1960, pp. 301-17.

G. Tucci, “On Swat: The Dards and Connected Problems,” East and West 27,
1977, pp. 9-103.

R. Turcan, Mithra et le mithriacisme, Paris, 1981.

M. Vermaseren, Mithras, der geheimzinnige God, Amsterdam, 1959.

R. G. Wasson, Soma: Divine Mushroom of Immortality, New York, 1968.
G. Widengren, Les religions de UIran, tr. by L. Jospin, Paris, 1968.

S. Wikander, Der arische Mdnnerbund, Lund, 1938.

Idem, Vayu I, Lund, 1941.




@\ INDO-IRANIAN RELIGION | Gherardo Gnoli

Idem, “Sur le fonds commun indo-iranien des épopées de la Perse et de I'Inde,”
La Nouvelle Clio 7, 1959, pp. 310-29.

E. Yarshater, “Iranian National History,” in The Cambridge History of Iran 111,
Cambridge, 1983. pp. 359-477.

10




