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his special issue contributes to expanding the study of esoterici-

sm and spirituality beyond the borders of the Western frame by
examining the interplay between Zoroastrianism and esotericism.
For many years, esotericism has been considered as a Western phe-
nomenon diffused globally in the modern era.! In the last decade, this
perspective has been challenged by global historical and postcolonial
approaches? and by the growth of research on esotericism beyond the
West: in the Afro-American,® South American,* South Asian,’ and
Islamic contexts.®

This largely artificial separation was due to several factors. One
was the lack of a global and postcolonial perspective in the study
of esotericism which limited the focus to Europe, downplaying the
crucial role of Non-Western actors in the development of their glo-
bal interlocutors and counterparts as did the Theosophical Society and
Aleister Crowley.” Another reason was probably the construction of
knowledge in area studies, such as Zoroastrian studies, mainly focused
on religious institutions with a text-based approach, which might have
backgrounded more porous and hybridised phenomena such as spiri-
tuality, esotericism, and mysticism.

With this special issue, we do not intend to offer definitive defini-
tions of Zoroastrianism or esotericism, but to explore two intertwined
readings. On the one hand, describing the cultural transfers between
global esoteric actors and Zoroastrianism, our authors studied the ne-
gotiations and appropriations, but also re-imaginations (see the articles
of Rose, Eckerstrom, and Tessmann, and the heterography).® On the
other hand, Zoroastrianism can be read through the lenses of esoteric
studies (see the articles of Errichiello, Panaino, and Maurer). Both the-
se readings imply a significant effort of transability among disciplines
(philology, history, socio-anthropology) and among cultures and lan-
guages. This is important because it contributes to challenging our re-
adymade narratives about modernity, society, East-West binaries, whi-
ch limit our understandings of said phenomena.’ This epistemological
and methodological dialogue is precisely at the heart of the Centre of
Comparative Studies of Civilizations and Spiritualties and its journal
Religiographies.

Is There a Zoroastrian Esotericism?

Can Zoroastrian esotericism exist as a field of research? This is the
main question that has inspired the edition of this special issue. The
works of scholars who have explored esotericism in the context of the
Zoroastrian religion, from antiquity to modernity, are scant, and often
rely on historiographical models that privilege Western diffusionism
and monodirectional cultural transfers, tending to marginalise the
agency of Zoroastrians in the making of esotericism.

Through philological analysis, Gherardo Gnoli, the doyen of Ira-
nian studies in Italy, proposed to interpret the Avestan term maga- as
a state of trance actively pursued by Zoroastrian priests in ritual per-
formance. In this vein, Antonio Panaino has significantly contributed
to research on ritual symbolism by studying its inherent cosmological
correspondences and priestly initiation.!® Cogent publications by Pa-
naino further advanced research on the esoteric aspects of the figures
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of the Magi and the Zoroastrian high priest of the third century, CE
Kerdir, and his heavenly journey." Antonio Panaino and Simon De-
schamps also shed light on the Parsis and their engagement with and
support for Freemasonry.'> Shaul Shaked and Joseph Naveh exami-
ned the presence of Zoroastrian elements in Aramaic magic amulets,
bowls, and incantations from Late Antiquity.”* Henry Corbin’s inter-
pretation of the relationship between Zoroastrian thought and Islamic
esotericism suggested a significant impact of the Persian religion on
Islam."

Corbin’s contributions have been criticised for the emphatic re-
presentation of esotericism in Shi‘ism without adequate consideration
of the social context. The lack of attention paid to the wider social
domain and the tendency to look at esotericism and Zoroastrianism in
isolation from broader debates is also a characteristic of the scholar-
ship we discuss here. Aside from some exceptions, philological appro-
aches and concerns significantly inform the works on esotericism and
Zoroastrianism cited above. While the related findings have allowed
us to consolidate a valuable scholarly tradition centred on textual stu-
dies since the eighteenth century, this approach has also reinforced the
boundaries of a form of production that often struggles to go beyond
the text and the ritual space and engage with broader questions of so-
cial meaning and embeddedness.

The contributions that attempted to answer the question of esote-
ricism in Zoroastrianism in a more direct way are those of Shaul Sha-
ked and James R. Russell. Shaked examined the question of whether
elements of secrecy were attested in Sasanian religious literature. Such
a characteristic element of Zoroastrian scriptures of Late Antiquity
has also been explored more recently by Arash Zeini, who suggested
that priests strategically used secrecy to regulate the dissemination of
religious knowledge."* By contrast, Russell examined the presence of
themes associated with non-ordinary experiences, acquisition of spe-
cial knowledge, and emotional fulfilment.'* However, both Shaked and
Russell perform a sort of assessment vis-a-vis an idea of esotericism
informed by the way Western esotericism was and is still largely con-
ceptualised. Recent contributions by John Hinnells, Philip Kreyen-
broek, Jesse Palsetia, Michael Stausberg, and Anna Tessmann!” have
advanced our understanding of esoteric currents in modern and con-
temporary Zoroastrianism.

In light of the academic landscape briefly summarised here, this
special issue emphasises the way individuals understand, experience,
celebrate, and make sense of esotericism in the context of Zoroastria-
nism.

Synopsis
The articles of this special issue span from ancient to contemporary ti-
mes and engage with a multiplicity of sources through diverse metho-
dological approaches. They contribute to the study of the textual, di-
scursive, and social dimensions of Zoroastrianism, and propose novel
and original perspectives to advance research on esotericism.

The first article of this special issue is a thorough survey of key
esoteric themes in Zoroastrianism by Antonio Panaino. Through fo-
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cusing on the performative dimension of the Zoroastrian liturgy, he
discusses the initiatory character of the knowledge acquired by Zo-
roastrian priests, who perform rituals to access the sacred and main-
tain the cosmic order (asa). Through the analysis of the liminal role
assumed by ritual enactments and symbolism, Panaino sheds light on
the liturgical correspondences between the material and the spiritual
world, introducing the concept of “ritual mimesis” to describe the spi-
ritual synthesis generated by the symbolic ascension of humans to the
supramundane realm and the corresponding descent of divinities to
this world. Observations on the spiritual vision of Kerdir, historical
remarks about the representation of the Magi in Western esotericism’s
narratives, and reflections about Parsis and Freemasonry greatly enri-
ch this contribution.

The first part of the article of Moritz Maurer examines Middle
Persian narratives centred on the attainment of revelatory knowled-
ge using ritual performance. The findings of the textual analysis and
reflections on discourses of mediality lead the author to conceptualise
“ritualistic knowledge claims™ as a reconciliation between revelation
and transmission of knowledge. The second part of the article delves
into the references to Zoroastrianism in the development of Traditiona-
lism and its heterogeneous esoteric discourses. Maurer’s engagement
with the question of Zoroastrian esotericism through the analysis of
pre-modern and modern sources suggests the fallibility of strictly for-
mulating esotericism as a bounded category, a limitation to be over-
come by looking at the historical complexity and the intertwining of
discourses.

The contribution of Jenny Rose explores the image of Zarathustra
as constructed by the members of the Transcendental Club in Mas-
sachusetts in the second half of the nineteenth century. The author
scrutinises the way Ralph Waldo Emerson, Amos Bronson Alcott, and
Henry David Thoreau appropriated the figure of the prophet of Zoro-
astrianism as a model of enlightened thought for their intellectual and
spiritual endeavours. By examining the intellectual exchanges and the
literary production of the American Transcendentalists, Rose shows
how the reception, interpretation, and re-arrangement of the abadr text
known as the Dasatir significantly participated in the romanticisation
of the figure of Zarathustra. Such a teleological orientation of the Ame-
rican Transcendentalists is analysed by Rose in the light of Emerson’s
broader understanding of humanity and Christianity.

The contribution of Mariano Errichiello (one of our co-editors)
moves to modern India, where esotericism emerged in the context of
Parsis’ politics of authenticity at the turn of the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries. The author interweaves archival research and the voi-
ces of contemporary Parsis who actively participate in the activities of
Freemasonry, the Theosophical Society, and the Parsi esoteric group
known as I/me ksnum. The scrutiny of how these organisations deve-
loped in India, Parsis’ role in their formation and management, and the
entanglements between the Western and Persianate worlds situates the
Parsis’ construction of “modern” Zoroastrianism in global religious
history. By adopting an interdisciplinary approach and singling out the
meaning conferred by some research participants to the term “esote-
ricism,” Errichiello advances a formulation of Parsi esotericism as an
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expression of the hermeneutical polyphony that emerged in colonial
times and reflects on its ontological implications.

Anna Tessmann combines anthropological methods and discourse
analysis to examine Zoroastrian communities in the post-Soviet space.
In particular, the author focuses on the community of St Petersburg.
Tessmann proposes an overview of key themes and concepts in the
study of esotericism and scrutinises the scholarly trajectory that cha-
racterises the study of Zoroastrianism. By holding esotericism as a
discursive analytical unit, the author contextualises the emergence of
post-Soviet Zoroastrian communities and places them in their socio-
cultural milieu. Tessmann brings her research findings into dialogue
with broader trends of alternative modernities, such as the New Age
movement and the practice of astrology. The article concludes with a
critical analysis of the possibility of establishing Zoroastrian esoterici-
sm as a field of research in its own right.

The article of Pasqualina Eckerstrom delves into music, esotericism,
and politics. It looks at Zoroastrian esoteric elements as a source of
inspiration for the composition of Black metal music by two Iranian
refugees in Europe. This contribution examines how the combination
of music and esotericism, together with a fascination for Zoroastriani-
sm as a pre-Islamic religion, become an assertion of opposition to the
social norms imposed by the Islamic Republic in Iran. Eckerstrom’s
methodology, based on narrative interviews, brings to light the emic
perspective of two artists who hold Black metal as a sacred form of
expression. By engaging with scholarship on esotericism, religion, and
popular culture, the author shows how music revives spiritual heritage
and grants individual agency in defiance of coercive societal norma-
tivism.

In the heterography section, dedicated to artists, we publish the vi-
sual experiment “Zoroaster Superstar” by the creative duo ARTOLDO
(Sara Ferro & Chris Weil). This work is a virtual reality show, based
on a jaunty representation of Zarathustra and his pop-cultural reincar-
nations, such as David Bowie, Freddy Mercury, and Casanova. This
work is based on a stream of consciousness, braiding both historical
and fictional Zoroastrian references in popular culture.

Reflections on Future Avenues of Inquiry
The editors realised that, through the contributions of these articles, the
authors looked at Zoroastrian communities and esoteric elements of
Zoroastrianism from different points of view, raising the question of
what being a Zoroastrian means and what adhering to Zoroastrianism
implies. Do the esoteric themes of the Zoroastrian liturgy examined
by Panaino make sense for those diasporic communities that do not
practise in fire temples? Does the astrology practised by post-Soviet
Zoroastrians relate to the divinatory use Parsis made of the Zoroa-
strian text known as the Jamaspi?'® To what extent does the romantic
representation of Zoroastrianism advanced by the American Transcen-
dentalists echo the revivalism of pre-Islamic Iran by Black metal mu-
sicians?

Although the articles published here show that the way individuals
self-identify as Zoroastrians, understand Zoroastrianism, or practise or
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celebrate their religion or heritage is context-bound, the forms of eso-
tericism with which the authors engage retain some common traits,
turning it into a floating! concept. The use of the term “floating” is
inspired by the work of the political theorist and philosopher Ernesto
Laclau (1935-2014) who adopted it to qualify a signifier (i.e., a floating
signifier) whose semiotic arrangement enables subjects to construct
meaning by using a given concept in different contexts and, in this
way, preserving its semantic function. Though inspired by it, our con-
ceptualisation differs from Julian Strube’s classification of esotericism
as an “empty signifier” inasmuch as we identified the presence of sha-
red elements in the different articulations of Zoroastrian esotericism.?’
A floating signifier differs from an empty signifier since the concep-
tual boundaries and functions of the latter can vary according to the
context, and its semantic value tends to dilute or be diluted. Such a
heterogeneous landscape cautions us against conceptualising “Zoroa-
strian esotericism” as a fixed and bounded category that is universally
applicable. However, the findings of this special issue do not impede
the identification of those common characteristics that inform such a
floatability of esotericism.

From an epistemological point of view, the articles of Panaino
and Maurer bring to the fore the relational role that esotericism plays
between the subject and the object of knowledge. The concepts of “ri-
tual mimesis” and “revelatory knowledge claims” are informed by a
characteristic liturgical and social intermediation. Instead, Rose and
Eckerstrom look at esotericism as an enabler of representations of Zo-
roastrianism, at times romanticised, at times revivalist. In this vein,
Errichiello holds Parsi esotericism as a hermeneutical enterprise where
the same object of knowledge can be interpreted in a variety of forms
by different subjects. Tessmann then reflects on esotericism as an ele-
ment that mediates the formation of new identities in the post-Soviet
era. It is thus evident that “mediality” intended as the condition of
mediating between different meanings, disparate representations, and
distinctive identities emerges as an epistemological constituent of all
forms of esotericism discussed in this special issue.

Common to all the contributions of this special issue is the perfor-
mativity of esotericism as a social practice. Esotericism sets the pace
for identity transitions among post-Soviet Zoroastrians and informs
beliefs, practices, and urbanisation of modern Parsis. It enables Mid-
dle Persian theologians, American Transcendentalists, and Traditio-
nalists to gain spiritual legitimacy in their communities. Esotericism
also allows Iranian refugees to articulate their political antinomy and
Zoroastrian priests to (re-)establish societal order in line with their mo-
dernist understandings of pre-modern Zoroastrian cosmologies.

The findings of this publication encourage the editors to concep-
tualise esotericism as a floating heuristic characterised by epistemolo-
gical mediality and social performativity. We find it useful to qualify a
category such as “Zoroastrian” only when this category is contextualised.
In fact, Zoroastrianism, like all religions, is subject to a plurality of
interpretations and a high semantic variability according to period and
geography. Further research on the variety of expressions of esoterici-
sm that can be qualified as “Zoroastrian” is called for in that it triggers
reflections on the more fundamental question: What is Zoroastrianism?
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The Mazdean Esoteric
Dimension between Ritual
and Theology
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Abstract

Zoroastrianism, as one of the oldest living religions in the world, presents a number of strictly archaic
and initiatory characters, which emphasized the foundational role of the priestly college, specialized in
the performative exercise of sacred oral poetry and its ritual use, and contemporarily charged with the
mental and technical means to interplay with the gods in the daily and solemn sacrifices. The liturgy
was the actual means through which it was possible not only to enter in direct connection with the gods
invited to take part in the ritual, but also to promote the human sacerdotal college up to a higher dimen-
sion out of the mixed dimension of historical time. The power of the ritual thus elevated the priestly staff
into an anticipation of the liberated time of the afterlife. The way through which the priests interplayed
with the gods and on some occasions eventually represented and embodied them during the solemn lit-
urgies, to which only strictly qualified members were admitted was, per se, hyper-esoteric. A number of
Mazdean speculative categories created the theological framework for the philosophy of the liturgy. This
was conceived as an uninterrupted chain of sacrificial events underpinning the order and the structure of
the world and the teleology of time, thus protecting the life and the pillars of the positive creation against
the anti-cosmic disorder of Ahreman, the evil spirit. The Zoroastrian tradition in its millennial history
inevitably went through various phases in which some of its theological doctrines changed or engaged in
adaptations, and apart from the decay suffered after the collapse of the Sasanian Empire (224—-651 CE),
it assumed new lines of development, which marked the history of a (now) minoritarian, sometimes even
persecuted, community living within the framework of mainly Islamic- and Hindu-dominated societies.
This socio-religious situation eventually produced some profound changes, but it did not destroy various
basic elements of continuity underpinning its ancestral background. In modern times, mostly the Parsis
and the Indian Zoroastrian community experienced new intellectual and spiritual trends in dialogue with
modern western Esoteric movements in both the colonial and post-colonial eras.
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Introduction

ny theoretical attempt at description concerning the “esoteric”

dimension proper of Zoroastrianism must include at least two
strictly interconnected aspects, firstly the pragmatic and performative
one and, secondly, its connections with the mythological and spiritual
dimension. However, it would be sterile here to focus on the problem
of the priority between myth and rite, or refresh the discussion about
the meaninglessness of the rituals,' all issues that are very import-
ant, but which would divert the main scope of this contribution into
abstractions, while it is possible to address all these matters direct-
ly by discussing the actual manifestation of the Mazdean image of
the access to the sacred dimension and to a higher level of reality.
As a necessary premise, | will consider “esoteric” as what concerns
a “restricted” knowledge of spiritual matters, whose access needs a
previous initiation, potentially including various steps or levels.” In
this respect, all the mandatory training imposed upon the Indo-Iranian
active members of the priestly class is per se restricted, and includes
initiatory rituals, as an indispensable turning point. Non-initiated and
lay persons were typically not given deeper access into the innermost
doctrines of the faith.® Furthermore, the priest must preserve his fit-
ness for the rituals, and despite his relevant qualifications, he is obliged
to follow some compulsory rules or he could lose his ritual power,
becoming unfitting or inadequate for the liturgies. All these aspects,
plus some other specifically sacerdotal activities connected with the
sacrificial practice, mark the esoteric dimensions of the Zoroastrian
religion, which preserves a number of very sophisticated pragmatic
and theoretical characteristics that distinguish its tradition, and which
I will try to discuss here.

The Priests
As already remarked, the priestly role was and is not accessible to
every Zoroastrian and was not conceived of as just a vocational so-
cial function; on the contrary, this privilege belonged to a restricted
social group, whose descendants, only if born from priestly parents,
are worthy of the sacerdotal training and priestly initiation. This fi-
nal step presupposes the normal initiation into the religions* (nawjor),
which is offered to all the full members of the community, but which
has, hitherto, typically not been open to converts.’ In this respect, the
Zoroastrian priests were (and are) a most selected social group within
a (nominally) strictly endogamic community, where ethnic admixture
was not impossible, but relatively rare, and in any case not particularly
supported, at least at the highest social levels, if for political reasons
alone. Even some aspects of the Zoroastrian doctrine concerning the
justification of the xwédodah, or “the marriage within the family,”
with all its subtle implications, contains a number of deep esoteric
motivations, such as the desire for interrupting the time of the mixed
condition of humanity (gumézisn) by means of the reproduction of a
divine hierogamy, the explicit acquisition of a higher knowledge, and
the sole possession of an intrinsic anti-demonic force.® In other words,
this peculiar matrimonial custom cannot be studied as proof an intrin-
sic social deviance or as widespread manifestation of mental disease
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*[Adopted Abbreviations: O.Ir. = Old Iranian; Av.
= Avestan; M.P. = Middle Persian; Pahl = Pahlavi;
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(an unacceptable solution, which has been usually adopted by Muslim
authorities in order to criminalize the Zoroastrian social background).
Instead, it should be framed within a complex speculative elaboration
of the human soul appearing under its dual, complementary aspects,
one male and one female. Practically, these two metaphysical compo-
nents will be recomposed in the afterlife through a highly symbolic
theatrical meeting. It is important to observe that these are male and
female parts of the soul, and that this duality does not concern the
sexual gender of the dead persons, so that in the afterlife the meeting is
the same for men and women.” The existence of clearly esoteric rituals
anticipating the vision of the afterlife, such as the one concerning the
High Priest Kerdir® (see below), shows that the symbolic game, which
occurs in the meeting between the uruuan- (Pahlavi ruwan) and the
daéna-° (Pahlavi den), i.e., the male and female souls, corresponds to
a doctrine of the human transfiguration within a process of “spiritual”
(in the sense of an event concerning the soul) re-composition. The mir-
roring process occurring in the union between these two innermost
components of the soul is a sort of perfect reconstitution of the indi-
vidual ipseity overcoming an alienation (in the sense of “separation”)
of the masculine and feminine aspects of the human being. Thus, the
union of these two spiritual elements has been fittingly interpreted by
Kellens' as a hierogamy, in which the process of reconstitution of the
individual being is the precondition for the final access to an eschato-
logical liberation. The present doctrine is intrinsically linked with the
idea that even Ahura Mazda possesses his own daénda-, which was of-
fered to Yima as his own double or twin, and that Yima refuses to join
in order to postpone his transfiguration before the fulfilment of the
earth’s triplication and the construction of the vara-,'"" the mythical
stronghold of primitive humanity. In other words, my interpretation
of Yima’s behavior assumes that Yima was not rejecting the Mazde-
an religion (daéna-), a wrong explanation because Ahura Mazda gi-
ves him the magic power of enlarging the earth instead of killing him
immediately, but created a sort of initiatory challenge, in which the
provisory refusal of the daéna- was the precondition for assuming the
challenging duty to be performed by him. In addition, the “eye” of the
dén was attributed some solar qualities, which emphasizes the power
of her gaze in the meeting with her masculine counterpart.'

The Zoroastrian specialization of the priestly class through a long
process of education, memorization of the texts and of the rituals, but
also by means of a severe discipline in the preservation of ritual pu-
rity, possessed and tested to preserve through the centuries a mass of
initiatory knowledge, considered indispensable for contributing to the
maintenance of the Cosmic Order (asa), and the defense of the order-
ly cycle of life against the disruptive actions of Agra Mainiiu (Pahl.
Ahreman) and the demons. The texts of Yz. 4.9 and Yz. 14.46, within
the framework of a patently magical performance against the demons,
contain a clear reference to the restricted transmission of these secret
competences within the inner circle of the family, from father to son or
from brother to brother, or from teaching priest to his pupil. The same
Yasna should have been kept secret, as stated in the 2nd chapter of the
Zand T Wahman Yasn." The need to control and reserve the access to a
too specialized religious knowledge emerged in the sixth century CE,
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under the kingdom of Xusraw I, in particular after the socially subver-
sive Mazdakite revolt, and this political decision produced a strong re-
striction of the direct knowledge of the texts and rituals by non-priests
and non-highly initiated persons.

Thus, the rituals and their interconnected enactment, eventually
recurring in terms of an expansion of the ceremonial complexity al-
lowing for the creation of longer and more solemn liturgies, repre-
sented a weapon against evil, whose basic core was attributed to the
combination of the mafra- (= Vedic mantra-) of the priests (each one
acting as a living embodiment of the prayers), and the performance of
a series of ceremonies around the fire (afar-), as the most important
means of intermediation between humans and divinities. Of course,
not only were the priests considered capable of speaking with the gods,
because the pater familias was attributed some domestic ceremonies,
and even female priests were potentially allowed to support the rituals,
but the main power of the (male) priests was placed in their high qua-
lification to enact and perform the main ceremonies indispensable for
the community and the individuals. They had the whole package of
secret knowledge allowing the access to another, higher level of reali-
ty, the one accessed through the ritual, in which, at a certain moment,
it was possible not only to stay in the presence of the divinities, but
also to behave as them. Connected with the power of the mafra- is the
importance conferred upon the oral dimension, which distinguished
the liturgy, whose performance was historically conducted without the
support of books' thanks to a special mastery of the oral competence
in the recitation of long texts, a kind of competence, which has pro-
gressively decayed. Presently, the priests, during the performance of
longer or special liturgies, read the sacred texts from books, someti-
mes even in Gujarati characters.

Other kinds of rituals can be mentioned, such as the one per-
formed by Arda Wiraz'® in order to journey into the afterlife, implying
a state of trance and certain shamanic abilities. We cannot exclude the
presence of ritual esoteric traditions performed by Zoroastrian mem-
bers of other social functions, in particular by the warriors. One case
concerns the special self-sacrifice of draxsa, whose traces can be de-
tected in later sources,!” and whose death is directly connected with the
salvific shot of the arrow that rescued Aryan independence from the
Turanians."® Another example concerning the performance of magical
actions concerning the use of throwing weapons is attested within the
cycle of Spandiad.”

The Magi
The clergy of the Magi (O.P. magu-) was responsible for the ritual wi-
thin the Western Achaemenid space,” although their presence in the
Avestan liturgical texts is debated, and if attested, was perhaps ne-
gative. In any case this community gained a strong role, and in the
Sasanian period the main denomination of the priests was that of moy/
mow, mobad.? This fact confirms a certain continuous interaction
between the Zoroastrian clergy and other religious communities. The
suggestion? that the Mazdean Achaemenid clergy was involved in a
mixed liturgy, with Iranian and Elamite cults, is based on administrati-
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ve data coming from Persepolis, which do not preserve any ceremonial
documentation, and whose relevance is, per se, irrelevant for such a
bold solution which assumes a new synthetic cult of which no witness
survives in the later period.” The Magi played an enormous role in in-
tercultural relations with Western cultures, and their role is frequently
mentioned in Classical literature,?* where Zoroaster became a member
of their clergy. Thanks to this reception, which emphasized both posi-
tive and negative characters of the Magi,* a group of them (most fre-
quently three, but also twelve in some Oriental sources) appear in the
Christian nativity at Bethlehem, where, according to some Greek and
Arabic sources, they were sent by Cyrus the Great to worship Jesus
(see below). Western speculations about the Magi and their art of ma-
gic, contributed to maintaining a long focus on them and Zoroaster till
the Renaissance and beyond, creating some further references in We-
stern esotericism (see below). Ritual and esoteric traditions were kept
by the western Zoroastrian clergy, and they are still visible in some
documents concerning the Sasanian High Priest Kerdir (see below).

The Esoteric Dimension of the Liturgy
In this section there is no need to describe in its particular aspects
the fine articulations of the Mazdean ceremonies, but it would be im-
portant to emphasize their intrinsic esoteric character.”® First of all,
the access to the ritual was (and is) restricted, only to the initiated
priests who can stay within the (small) ritual space in the presence of
the burning consecrated fire. Although, in early times, and within the
context of official ceremonies of political relevance in Sasanian times,
we cannot exclude public performances with a great number not only
of priests but also of authorities and other (initiated) people. In early
times, rituals on the peaks of mountains were common.?’” The Yasna,
which was the basic (and relatively most simple) ceremony, is anticipa-
ted by some introductory rituals, such as the paragra or paragna. This
ritual concerns the preparation of the parahaoma (i.e., a liquid obtai-
ned by pressing small branches of haoma- crushed with pomegranate
leaves, infused, and then strained through the fur of a sacrificial ox,
sometimes also mixed with water (zao0ra-; Pahl. abzohr) but without
milk) and then that of the proper haoma-, whose functions derive from
a pre-Zoroastrian, i.e., an Indo-Iranian ancestral tradition (cf. Vedic
soma-). These preparations also include the collection of other imple-
ments and tools for the main ceremony. We may recall that there is not
only a second preparation of the haoma-juice, which takes place from
Y. 22 and continues until 27.12, but there is also a third pressing which
starts at Y. 33.4.

The Yasna includes a series of formulations, which correspond to
the Vedic nividas-, i.e., the invocations (cf. Av. niuuaédaiieimi) to the
divinities to take part in the ritual banquet,” and which survive also in
the Sogdian tradition (nwyd, “to invite”). The ceremony thus included
an archaic invitation to come “down” (ni°) in order to “see” (vid-), al-
though extended only to some gods, whilst excluding the demons and
other dangerous and malevolent powers. The center of the ritual lies in
the recitation of the Gabic sections and in particular of the Yasna Hap-
taphditi, during whose performance, it was possible, at least according
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to the direction preserved in the Nérangestan (47.19), to put to sleep the
sacrificial animal. This action was the special duty of a single priest,
named pasuudazah-, “the (priest) who must accompany the animal (to
the sacrifice),” who was installed with the formula pasuudzayham
astaiia: “I ritually install the pasuudazah-priest.” Certainly, the idea of
offering something of the living, such as the breath of the animal to
the invited divinities, was one relevant aspect of this divine meeting,
although it was possible to substitute the atonement of the animal by
means of symbolic offerings of meat or vegetables to the fire, which
maintains its central role, as a powerful divinity, considered the son
of Ahura Mazda himself. The sacrificial violence, in any case, was
controlled and moderated. The Zoroastrians of Iran, as those of India,
are no vegetarians, so that the killing of animals must be consecrat-
ed, according to the tradition. We may underline the fact that there is
no evidence that the Zoroastrians refused or abolished the sacrifice of
animals,” but simply moderated its violence and ritual practice. The
animal consecration, for instance, was and is necessary also for other
kinds of food by means of the casni ritual, concerning the partaking
of the liturgical bread, named in Pahlavi dron or later darun.*® Fur-
thermore, we must register a contrite attitude toward the treatment of
animals, not only in the way of atonement and putting them to sleep
(which was very carefully done in order to avoid excessive pain), but
through the act of giving them a kiss of sorrow on their left cheek,
just as the ancient Indians tried to “humanize” the act of killing.*' The
relevance of the bread and its particular arrangement and preparation
seems to find a certain echo in the sixth column of the Papyrus of
Derveni, a very intriguing Greek text probably belonging to the fifth
century BC, where the Mdayot were apparently involved.* In this text,
the preparation of ceremonial cakes full of bumps is prescribed, and
some scholars, such as Russell** and Tsantsanoglou,** have compared
these cakes with the Mazdean ritual bread known as dron.

The Fire and the Divine World
The sacrificial fire is a transcendental force, whose power is activated
and multiplied during the ritual within a process of liturgical empower-
ment, particularly relevant in the context of the Yasna Haptayhaiti,
where the divine and the earthly fire join together, while this form of
assimilation decreases before the conclusion of the yasna. Certainly,
the ritual maintains its central meaning as the axis of the world around
which the liturgy rotates. Noteworthy is the fact that the fire is named
in Y. 36.2 ngmista-, “most honorable,” an epithet whose deep meaning
can be explained again within the framework of an earlier Indo-Ira-
nian ritual doctrine, where the fire, called in the Vedic tradition agni-
ydjistha-, “the best sacrificial fire,” assumed the role of high priest,
the hotr-purohita-. This observation, originally expressed by Theodor
Baunack*® and later developed by Helmut Humbach,*® states that the
fire can assume at the same time a priestly and divine function, active
and passive, a solution that fits into a conceptual scheme, in which the
human ritual is a liturgy where the gods are actively present, because
they are not only represented by the priests or by the ingredients of the
sacrifice (such as fire itself, haoma-, etc.), but where also the priests’
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bodies are, in turn, inhabited by the gods to which they correspond.
So, the relation between the visible, physical fire, which is very close,
practically at hand in the sacrifice, and the mainiiu- spanista-, “the
most incremental spirit,” does not only represent an incarnation of the
divine fire in the ritual one, but is also another demonstration of the
double articulation of reality and existence, probably expressed in a
very archaic way: the fire of the sacrifice is the fire of Ahura Mazda
himself, and it is hot, red, and dangerous, if one is unworthy of him;
it is physical, but it also represents the mainiiu- spanista- of the god,
his visible form in the ritual.’” The living reality has thus been final-
ly re-united with the active mental one, and the distinction between
these different levels does not exist either. At this point, the ritual has
achieved its goal. In conclusion, we can affirm that the fire in this pro-
cess of identification with the mainiiu- spanista-, but also in its close
relationship with the manah-, “the mind,” which is intrinsically vohu-,
“good,” (see Y. 46.7), confirms the particularity of the Mazdean specu-
lative vision of the liturgical sacred space and its ritual functions. This
is a space in which reality gives access to a different, higher dimen-
sion, which is opened just when the gods come to the sacrifice, and the
priests become the gods whom they represent. Life and existence in
reality share the physical world (or “the one which has bones,” [OAv.
astuuant-; YAv. gaéifiiauua-; Pahlavi getig]) and that which is refer-
red to as “of the thought, mental” (OAv. manahiia-; Yav. mainiiauua-;
Pahlavi ménog). The sacrifice becomes the moment of reunification, of
synthesis, between these two dimensions. There, the fire, which is phy-
sical, but obviously has no bones, is the visible manifestation of Ahura
Mazda’s thought-force and wrath. He is alive as material fire, but his
materiality can be evidently perceived as divine, or better, as the wrath
of god.* It is also clear that this is not a form of idolatry of the fire,
but with a speculative ritual® in which the fire is the divine mediator
between two worlds—the corporeal and the mental.

The meeting with Ahura Mazda and the other divine forces is acti-
vated thanks to the enactment of a correct ceremonial performance,
without procedural mistakes of practice and of an oral nature, so that
the priest who makes serious mistakes corrupting the efficacy of the
ceremony can be severely disqualified. The idea of the ritual as a sort
of active force field, which can be pierced and penetrated by evil anta-
gonists, is common to the Indo-Iranian world, and special priests such
as the Vedic adhvaryu- or the Avestan sraosauuaraza-, within the fra-
mework of the solemn liturgies, were responsible for the control of the
correct development of the liturgy and for the immediate enactment
of magic reparations against mistakes. Recent studies confirm the im-
portance of this priest,* particularly within the framework of the long
liturgy, where he had special recitative duties. We must also consider
that, if any sacrifice or ceremony contributes to the inner solidity of the
natural development of life and the world, it can be damaged or even
destroyed by demonic actions, particularly if the priests are not suffi-
ciently qualified and prepared, and especially if they make mistakes,
or celebrate in erroneous conditions or times. For instance, nocturnal
rituals were particularly risky, because the darkness enforced negative
and demonic forces, so that Avestan texts, such as Y¢. 5.94-95 insist
on the fact that the libations offered to Anahita after sunset do not sa-
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tisfy the goddess, but gratify the demons (daéuuas). These nocturnal
offerings probably constituted a dagvic practice, as it results from the
Avestan and Pahlavi text of V. 7.79.4 A condition of impurity** or any
pollution disables the powers of priests, and they must be liturgically
re-qualified with a purification ritual, named Barsniimgah, which fol-
lows some complex rules, full of triadic esoteric symbolism, and takes
nine days and nights.*

Partial view of the disposition of the Barsniimgah, according to the present performance of the ceremony,
in the Cama Baug Fire Temple of Bombay. Visual access to this space was granted thanks to the kind
permission of the High Priest Vada Dastur Keki Ravji Meherjirana. Photograph @ A. Panaino, January 21,
2024.

We should also consider that some mental operations enforcing the vi-
sion of the CinuuatBridge (“the Bridge of the accumulator,” which be-
comes manifest only in the afterlife) and the union with the daéna- of
the sacrificers must take place in the emerging light of the sun or after
sunrise, in particular towards the end of the nocturnal Widéwdad-sade
ceremony. If we also consider that this liturgy had extraordinary im-
portance during the ceremonies in favor of the souls of the departed,
such as those celebrated after the third day following death, we may
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better appreciate the rich symbolic implications of these rituals. With
a special function connected with the rising of the sun and the support
of the soul marching toward the Cinuuat Bridge, a special role was
attributed to the sraoSauuaraza-priest, whose sacred animal was the
cock, and whose crow announces a new day and summons the diligent
priest to resume his sacerdotal works. In the course of funerary cere-
monies, such as the caharom (the ritual accompanying the souls of the
departed after the third day of mourning in his/her final journey to the
CinuuatBridge), these priests probably assumed special functions, and
in the Central Asiatic iconography on funeral monuments (such as that
of Xi’an), bird-priests were engraved, their appearance mixing human
characteristics with bird wings and claws.**

One of the most speculative moments of the sacrifice can be iden-
tified not only in the idea that the ritual opens a path along which gods
and humans meet around the ritual fire and take part in a spiritual
banquet, but also in the doctrine that the priests in this way have ac-
cess to a superior vision and have the privilege to experience a brief;,
but intense, moment of liberation from the mixed dimension of the
historical world, in which good and bad forces violently struggle. Wi-
thin the categorization of the double dimension of existence, between
menog and getig (two dimensions which are not in opposition, but are
complementary), the liturgy offers to a “living” being, as the priest is,
the opportunity to obtain a provisory access to a condition of libera-
tion, which will become permanent only in the afterlife and with the
final liberation of the evil from the world. In this respect, the ritual
does not only create a proper time, but at a certain point gets out from
the historical continuum, and enters in a different supermundane di-
mension, without recurring towards a loss of conscience, but by means
of an enforcement of the “mental sight” (ménog-wénisnih; see below).
Very interesting is also the Indo-Iranian concept of ritual interioriza-
tion,* in which the priest (cf. even Zoroaster in Y. 33.14) offers his own
uruuan- or other parts of his soul or body (such as the ustana-, “the
animation,” the frauuasi-, “the (pre-existing) chosing forth soul,” the
ast-, “the bones”), in a way that can be compared with the tradition of
the armayajna-, “‘self-sacrifice,”*® through which the sacrificing priest
offers as a gift his own body or his soul in order to create a new cele-
stial body, worthy of the presence of the gods.

A debated subject, which is strictly related to the esoteric dimen-
sion, concerns the interpretation of the state of maga-, m. (but cf. Vedic
maghd-, n.), a semantically tantalizing Avestan stem, whose interpre-
tation remains most controversial and debated,*” and which Gherardo
Gnoli*® interpreted as a technical term referring to a particular mental
state of the officiating priest, in which he obtains through the ritual
performance a separation of the psychic and spiritual part of his own
self from the physical one. His is a sort of mystic visionary sight (but
without loss of conscience), conferred on the priests in their quality
of magavan- (cf. Vedic maghdvan-), so that they promote their own
“mental” force and can make a direct experience of the new existence
liberated from evil, as if they were in the final frasgird. This expla-
nation has been criticized by Hanns-Peter Schmidt,* who prefers to
remain within the limits of the exchange of gifts between priests and
divinities. The discussion is very complex, and it cannot be resumed
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here in detail: we can recall Gykio Itd’s*® hypothesis that the basic
meaning of this word could be “divine power,” which does not seem to
me to be too far-fetched, and the fresh studies by Almut Hintze,*! who
has carefully analyzed the triangular exchange between gods, priests,
and the patron of the ritual.

The esoteric character of the ritual is also emphasized from the
evidence, well underlined by Jean Kellens,* that with the end of the re-
citation of the frauuarané in Y. 12, the priest who assumes the function
of zaotar- actually “constitutes” his own daénd-, while the members of
the priestly order eventually cooperating in the realization of the cere-
mony, all become with him sadosiiant-s (“the ones who are destined to
swell”), and then can take part in a (provisory) transfiguration. The ba-
sic idea seems to be the assumption that the daéna-s of the saosiiant-s
(here corresponding to the priests officiating in the liturgy) journey
along the ritual path (paf-/aduuan-), their purposes being that of the
possession of the mizda-, n., “reward,” or “the price of victory.” Thus,
the symbolic mirroring game imagined for the afterlife meeting of the
uruuan- and his corresponding daéna- is clearly anticipated in the spe-
culative dimension of the ritual, where the priests have the privilege of
activating their own daéna- within the ceremony. The transformation
of the priests into an alter ego of the eschatological sadsiiant-, the third
posthumous son of Zoroaster, the one named Astuuat.arata (¥t. 19.92),
with his companions (¥7. 19.95), is one of the most important potential
aspects of the ritual. He is expected to perform the main fraso.korati-,
i.e., “the act of making excellent (the creation),” and to install the great
sacrifice of the world transfiguration. He will also start the process of
human resurrection (¥z. 19.89-90). In this case, we can observe that a
mythological scenario concerning the final turn of the human existen-
ce is strictly connected with a ritual performance that can be repeated
each time during the ceremonies, whose role props up the columns of
the world order. As will be easier to see below, the performers of the
liturgies (i.e., the priests) play a foundational role, which does not only
contribute to the maintenance of life and its roots, but who interplay
with the divinities in a mimetic correspondence of interactions, who-
se final result will be concretized in the final apokatastasis. We must
note that the order of birth of the three posthumous sons of Zoroaster
is reversed with respect to the prophet’s emission of his sperm (in the
water of the Kgsaoya sea) during the sexual intercourse with his third
wife. It is possible that this sexual union, although mythological, was
conceived as a kind of ritual ceremony, because the emission and de-
position of the seed was not due to a mistake, but, rather, followed a
rule and a specific eschatological purpose. If not a proper ritual, there
was at least an idea behind it.

The Ritual Mimesis
The installation of the ritual priestly college with its seven assistants
directed by their ritual leader, i.e., the zaotar-, corresponding to the
Vedic hotr-, constitutes one of the highest moments of the ceremonial
complexity of the archaic Mazdean rituals, whose performance shows
some impressive theatrical aspects. It is important to observe that
some Zoroastrian ceremonies, after the earlier fusion of the Gabic ma-
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terials, which was reasonably older (at least from the linguistic point
of view) and the so-called Young (or Later) Avestan sections of the
Yasna, include a number of liturgical extensions, specifically adopted
in certain calendrically fitting occasions or under some special condi-
tions. These solemn ceremonies, which can be equally denominated as
Solemn Liturgies, are not simply added to the end of the basic Yasna,
as an entire separated corpus, but are intercalated within its divisions
(in particular among the sections of the individual Ga#as) in order
to create a sort of sandwiched structure in which some chapters of
the Yasna are followed by a chapter of the Wisprad, followed by the
Fragards (sections) of the Widéwddad. These special sequences can be
easily deduced from the liturgical (sade “pure”) manuscripts, where
the textual development of the ceremony is fully presented (with the
additions of some ritual directions) in its performative course.” Orig-
inally, these ceremonies compellingly prescribed the presence and the
cooperation of a larger sacerdotal staff, basically with the eight partici-
pating ritual actors mentioned earlier. These assistant priests should be
installed within a ceremony starting with the intercalation of Wisprad
3.1-2 [= VrS. 11.9-12], which occurs just after Yasna 11 (more precisely,
Wisp. 3.1-5 is intercalated between Yasna 11.8 and Yasna 11.9). A lead-
ing priest, probably corresponding to the zaotar-, or to another of the
priests who were previously consecrated in an immediately preceding
Yasna, assumed the duty of installing these assistants, who, one after
the other must come to the ritual place and declare they are ready to
accept their own ritual functions. The authority of the installing priest
was probably connected with the idea, preserved in the later Parsi sac-
erdotal speculations, about the ritual power. Amongst the more recent
Zoroastrian priesthood we find concepts such as those of mot 7 khiib,
“great ritual power,” which is retained for three days and nights, while
the nani khib, “small ritual power” is active only up to the dawn of
the following day.’* Certainly, the priest responsible for the installation
had to possess the powerful qualifications for the proper installation of
the full sacerdotal college.
The following assistants were installed:*

(zof) hauuananam astaiia
(raspi) azom visai

(z0t) atrauuaxsom astaiia
(raspi) azam visai

(zot) frabarataram astaiia

(raspi) azom visai
(zot) abaratom astaiia
(raspt) azom visai
(zor) asnatarom astdaiia
(raspi) azom visdai
(zot) raéSpiskaram astaiia
(raspt) azom visai
(zot) sradsauuarazom
astaiia dghistom
arsuuacastomom

(raspt) azom visdi
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“I install the hauuanan- (the pressing-haoma-priest).”
“I am ready!”
“I install the atrauuaxsa- (the fire-lighting-priest).”
“I am ready!”
“I install the frabaratar- (the priest presenting [the
offering]).”
“I am ready!”
“I install the abarat- (the [water]-bringing-priest).”
“I am ready!”
“I install the asnatar- (the washer-priest).”
“I am ready!”
“I install the raéSpiskara- (the mingler-priest).”
“] am ready!”
“I install the sradsauuaraza- (the priest who practices the
obedience), the most talented one, having the most
correct words.”

“I am ready!”
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These assistants play the following actions:*

1) the hauuanan- must squeeze the haoma- and handle the pestle
in a downward motion (N. 54.3);

2) the atrauuaxsa- must kindle the fire, purify its three sides, and
respond to the zaotar- (N. 55.1-2);

3) the frabaratar- must purify the remaining side of the fire, bring
the barasman- and approach the fire with it according to the require-
ments of the liturgy and still pronounce the Yasna (N. 56.1-2);

4) the asnatar- must wash the haoma- and filter it (N. 57.1-2);

5) the raé3piskara- must mix the haoma- with milk and distrib-
ute it (V. 58.1);

6) the abarat- (also called *danuzuuaza- “the carrier (of water) of
the river” in N. 64.3) must bring water (V. 59.1);

7) finally, the sraosauuaraza- must supervise all these activities
(N.59.1).

The present articulation of the solemn priestly college in eight plus one
priest has an earlier background, because it finds a parallel functional
structure in the Vedic ritual tradition, where we find seven priests co-
operating under the direction of the hoty-. As shown by Hertha Krick,"’
they were the hotr-, the poty-, the nésty-, the agnidh-, the prasasty- /
upavakty-, the adhvaryu-, and the brahman-. But what is more strik-
ing concerns the fact that we find in Iran and in India a similar cor-
relation between the sacerdotal functions and some divinities in the
pantheon, as we will see later. It should be noted that the recitation of
the text of Wisprad 3.1, which follows, presents today (and going back
several centuries) a simple bipartition of roles, now embodied during
solemn rituals only by two priests: the zot and the raspig, instead of
the original seven in addition to their chief (the zaotar- > zoft), as ful-
ly confirmed, even by many drawings appearing in certain medieval
manuscripts.® A number of reasons have determined this bold reduc-
tion of the officiating priests, probably connected with the collapse of
the sacerdotal organization of the official state-sponsored Mazdean
Religious Authority after the Islamic conquest of Iran, although other
trends aiming at a simplification of the ceremonies could have inde-
pendently occurred. Notably, the priestly college invites Ahura Mazda
and his divine fellows to descend into the sacrificial space, so that the
highest god accompanied by the six Amo§a Spantas plus Sradsa are
expected guests. This divine college finds a direct symmetry among
the attending priests, and this speculative mimetic process, in which
every divinity corresponds to a single assistant priest, while Ohrmazd
finds his alter ego in the zaotar-, is explicitly offered in the Pahlavi text
of the Anthology of Zadspram 35.16-17:

16) “Sosans will establish himself in Xwanirah on the seat of the
zot, likewise the six agents of Renewal in the six regions, such as
the hawanan, the atarwaxs, the fraburdar, the aburd, the asnadar
and the rehwiskar.”

17) “And the seven Amahraspandan will take place in the minds
of the seven Agents of Renovation, Ohrmazd the zo¢ with SoSans,
Wahman, the Aiawanan, with Rosn-caSm, Ardwahist, the ararwaxs,
whose sign is fire with Xwar-asSm, Sahrewar, the fraburdar, with
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Fradat-xwarrah, Spandarmad, the aburd, with Widat-xwarrah,
Hordad, the asnadar, with Woruném, Amurdad, the rehwiskar, with
Worusiid, each in his region, because of the common will of the
seven Amahraspandan, what one thinks, then all will know, what
one says, all will recite, what one does, all will see.”

This doctrine, repeated in other sources, such as the Persian Rivayat
of Kamdin Sapur (A.Y. 928/1558);° develops a very esoteric spiritual
conception of the liturgy and of the priestly function. In this way, the
six Amahraspandan correspond to the priests involved in the final
eschatological renovation, each one located in one of the six continents
(kiswar), Ohrmazd being in the central kiswar (Xwanirah) together
with Sosans. The preeminent role of the zadtar- symbolically rein-
forces not only the superior position of Ohrmazd, but also the escha-
tological role of the Sadsiiants/Sosans, showing another aspect of the
speculative character of the ritual as an instrument for forecasting the
last Renovation, which can be obtained by means of the cisti- and the
menog-wenisnih, “the mental sight.” This Pahlavi text is apparently
defective in the single case of the omission of the seventh priest, the
srosawarz (Av. sraosauuaraza-), who should correspond to Sradsa, but
this absence can be explained by the desire to obtain a direct paral-
lelism between the sacerdotal places within the sacrificial area and
the divine distribution over the seven climates of the world, without
excluding Ohrmazd (who is the supreme zot). Certainly, the presence
of a human fellow, who accompanies each divine priest, confirms the
hypothesis that other assistants could also be involved in the ritual, in
relation to other deities. Thus, the ritual microcosm corresponds to a
celestial macrocosm, while the divine world and the human world co-
exist, or even become one and the same reality. Within the framework
of the liturgy, humans and gods not only correspond to each other,
but perform the same functions, as if the two dimensions had been
homologized. In this context, the human college ascends, while the
divine one descends, and both groups of entities inter-penetrate each
other within a new spiritual synthesis. This is one of the most relevant
aspects of the Mazdean metaphysics of the liturgical mimesis.

As stated before, it should be equally noted that some of the Ave-
stan priests display characteristics which find significant parallels in
the Vedic tradition: for example, the atrauuaxsa- corresponds to the
Vedic agnidhra- or aghnidh-, who is actually responsible for lighting
the fire. Victor Henry®® compared the office of the frabaratar- (as well
as that of the abarat-) to that of the Vedic néstr-, while Hermann Ol-
denberg® connected the functions of the fifth assistant, the asnatar-,
to those of the Vedic poty-, “the purifier.” Martin Haug® for his part
compared the sraosauuaraza- to the Vedic pratiprasthatar-, a colla-
borator of the adhvaryu-. In particular, it is noteworthy that the old
Indian pratiprasthatar- held in his hand a wooden sword, a weapon
which can be compared with the club attributed to the Avestan god of
obedience, Sradsa. These Indo-Iranian comparisons are important and
numerous. What seems particularly interesting, however, is the idea
of a direct correlation between the priestly college and the pantheon.
This correlation is also present in the Rgveda. We may recall that in
the Agnistoma ritual, any priest was individually and directly linked to
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a divine being, as Thomas Oberlies® has shown by emphasizing that
the seven Vedic priests can maintain a very specific relationship with
the most important divine beings, as follows:

Hotr- Indra,

Potr- Marut,

Néstr- Tvastr- (and the divine females)
Agnidh- Agni,

Prasastr- / Upavaktr- Mitra and Varuna,

Adhvaryu- Asvin,

+ Brahman- Indra (and/or Brhaspati).

The End of the Yasna
Very interestingly, a ritual of dis-installation or dis-engagement of the
seven priests of the solemn ceremony is attested in the text of the Ya-
sna (Y. 58.4-8). It is peculiar that this pendant of the installation does
not appear within the text of the Wisprad, as we should suppose for
reasons of symmetry, but is presented toward the end of the ceremony
in a special framework. Probably, this displacement is due to a reor-
ganization of the solemn ceremonies, when their actual performance
became obsolete, although a definitive solution is still a matter of di-
scussion. Certainly, the end of the ritual presents a number of problems
which are under close investigation. The important studies by Céline
Redard and Jean Kellens® have shown the presence of some textual
(and presumably performative) varieties in the conclusion of the Ya-
sna, which in any case offer some parallels with the beginning of the
liturgy, as underlined in different ways by Velizar Sadovski® and Al-
berto Cantera.®® I would like to stress the fact that in one of the possible
conclusions of the text of Y. 72.10, we find the meaningful sequence of
Opasa x'adata, Zruuan Akarana, and Zruuan darayo.x’adata. These
divinities respectively correspond to “the Vault of the Firmament, the
Limited Time, and the Unlimited Time” (i.e., the revolving motion of
the heavens and the two manifestations of time); their mention exactly
in proximity of the conclusion of the Yasna ceremony emphasizes the
cosmological role of the ritual, and its connection with the sequence
of time’s order (visible throughout the stars), which works as a weapon
against Ahreman. It deserves careful observation, because its presen-
ce confirms the importance of a relatively ancient reflection on the
sacrifice and its cosmogonic function even within the cycle of the 12
millennia, whose theological role was defined in the Young Avestan
context.” This presence not only confirms that within the Later Ave-
stan rituals, speculation on time and the intrinsic distinction between
eternal and limited time already existed, but it also emphasizes the
role of the power of time in the strategy of the eventual demolition
of evil. It is within the limited time, with the cooperation of the stars
and the motion of the heavens, supported by the Frauuasis, that Agra
Mainiiu was entrapped within the living world, and it is thanks to
the uninterrupted course of time that evil will be destroyed. In other
words, the ritual cooperates in the preservation of cosmic order, whi-
ch is strictly linked with the orderly and regular motions of the sun,
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the moon, the stars, and with all the ratus, i.e., the orderly masters of
the universe, which cooperate in the resistance against the presence
of evil. In this respect, as all the parts of the days, of the months,
of the years are worshipped and assimilated to cosmic forces; they
constitute the architectural pillars of the world, and must be carefully
protected and supported.®® For this reason, it is likely that the ideal
model of sacrifice was seen in the continuum of the ritual chain, which
links every Mazdean ritual taking place, one after the other, in each
of the five (or four) daily gah, (i.e., the different liturgical moments of
the day), within an interrupted sequence of ceremonies, in which one
priestly college transmits to the following one the regular duty of the
ceremonial performance. This, at least, acts as a theoretical model, in
which the time of the cosmic year must continue till the final battle
against Ahreman, thus accompanied by continuous liturgical activity,
underpinning the bones of the universe against the disentangling and
chaos-inducing actions of the demons and their chief. With the birth of
the Saosiiant and the final resurrection, even Ohrmazd will irrupt into
the world, whose mixture will be definitively purged, and the divine
priestly college will join the human one. Only then will limited time be
mixed and poured again® within eternal time, so that the present battle
will find its totally irreversible conclusion with the total regeneration
of the world, and the human liberation into the superb dimension of
the tan 1 pasén, “the afterbody” of the transfiguration (frasgird) and
resurrection (rist-axez). During the period of mixture (gumézisn), the
sacrifice is also a way to enforce the champions of Ahura Mazda in
their battle against evil, and the highest god himself can offer to them
an enforcing yasna in order to promote their success.”

The Vision of the Great Priest Kerdir
It is well known that in two of the four inscriptions of the high Priest
Kerdir (a man living in third-century Iran and playing an authorita-
tive role in the Sasanian court), that of Nags-e Rostam (KNRm) and
the nearly identical one of Sar Mashad (KSM), §§ 26, 29, we find the
description of a metaphysical journey into the afterlife. This descrip-
tion has been explained according to different interpretative keys.”!
Much has been said about a kind of potentially shamanic journey and
a number of other solutions have been proposed, some even supposing
the active presence of intermediaries, such as young people capable of
going into a trance and hence narrating aloud their vision of the other
world. I have rejected these solutions, preferring to situate the vision
of which these texts speak within the framework of a sort of liturgical
drama, celebrated by a priestly college in favor of the High Priest Ker-
dir. This esoteric ceremonial, of which we can only infer few scattered
fragments, would have been aimed at the acquisition of a higher “men-
tal sight,” the ménog-weénisnig, on which the Pahlavi sources preserve
some pieces of information. Thus, the ritual mentioned there would be
the anticipated representation, performed by a priestly college, of the
future journey of Kerdir’s soul, as a physical enactment of his escha-
tological future destiny. The text of the inscriptions indeed evokes
this post-mortem journey on several occasions, with the adoption of
a precise terminology, which marks a difference between the real di-

Religiographies 21

68
Antonio Panaino, “Avestan aiiara- and asniia- (Y.
1,17; 2,17, etc.),” Indo-Iranian Journal 60 (2017):
303-30.

69
Antonio Panaino, “The ‘Other’ gumeézisn: About
the Final ‘Merger’ of Limited Time with Eternity,”
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 31 (2021):
591-97.

70
Antonio Panaino, “An Aspect of the Sacrifice in the
Avesta,” East and West 36 (1986): 271-74.

71
Antonio Panaino, “Apocalittica, escatologia e
sciamanismo nell’opera iranologica di Ph. Gignoux
con una nota sulla “visione’ del mago Kirder,” 205~
43; Antonio Panaino, “The Ritual Drama of the High
Priest Kirdér,” 179-88; Antonio Panaino, Le collége
sacerdotal avestique et ses dieux.

Panaino



mension and its ritual presentation. In this ceremony, a relevant part
was practically played by a group of persons named lysyk (r¢hig). It is
implausible to suppose that these lysyk went into a trance all together
(a solution technically impossible) or that they were “children” used
within a divinatory ceremony (in this case, the counterargument is that
children were usually excluded from rituals, because they were not
yet qualified officiants). More simply, this could have been a group of
assistant priests, who would have enacted the ritual and perhaps even
dramatized its realization, if the oral performance was accompanied
by a theatrical enactment. Kerdir, in his turn, would have just observed
the ritual (like a sort of Vedic ydjamana-) without playing any active
role in the course of the ceremony, where, on the contrary, one finds re-
ference to his “double” (hangerb), i.e., the image of his future alter ego
in the afterlife. Very interestingly, the hangerb of the High Priest was
in his turn accompanied by his wife, named zan “woman,” both repre-
senting the “father” and “mother” of Kerdir’s soul (ruwan), just as in
the Anthology of Zadspram 31, where we find a mard-kirb, “the form
of a man” and the kanig-kirb, “the form of a woman.” It is clear that
the deeply archaic and esoteric dimension of this ceremony was poorly
understood by Zadspram, who had only preserved scattered fragments
of an older tradition. In the context of Kerdir’s inscriptions, neither the
ruwan nor his den are directly involved, reasonably because Kerdir
was still alive, so that the true separation of the male and female com-
ponents of the soul (ruwan and dén) could not still take place. For this
reason, the late attestation (i.e., in the nineth century CE) of the mard-
kirb, “the form of a man” and the kanig-kirb, “the form of a woman”
in an afterlife context, but well distinct from ruwan and dén, shows
that some memory of earlier esoteric traditions, probably similar to
those ordained by Kerdir, had survived, although their true meaning
had become opaque. In conclusion, eight people (plus the ~angerb and
the zan) are mentioned in the frame of the “vision” of the Great Priest.
This number corresponds exactly to that of the previously mentioned,
old priestly college with its seven assistants in addition to the zaotar-.
This evidence does not exclude the presence of other assistants, in par-
ticular, for solemn or particularly complex ceremonies, such as this
one. A priori, even the exclusion of women cannot be established, fir-
stly because women could also receive (although with certain restri-
ctions) elementary priestly training, so that in certain circumstances
they might contribute to the Yasna ceremony by occupying the fun-
ction of zaotar- (Nérangestan 22) at least in theory. Secondly, because
the seven sisters/wives of Arda Wiraz are present, for example, when
he takes the bang, “henbane,” and help him during the preparation of
his “journey.” We may eventually remark that these ladies were pre-
sented in this Pahlavi text as persons who know the sacred sources by
heart, and who are able to celebrate the liturgical ritual.”?

Zurwan and Aiov in the Framework of the Mazdean-Christian
Intercultural Relations
It is a well-known fact that the time god Zurwan, whose cosmological
importance has been previously emphasized, assumed a tetramorphous
aspect, with three hypostases, named in Syriac sources as ASoqar (cf.
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Av. arso.kara- “the one who makes virile”), Frasoqar (cf. Av. fraso.
kara- “the one who makes splendid”), and Zardqar (< *zarokara- “the
one who makes old,” probably a name re-interpreted after the model
of Av. marso.kara-, “the one who makes old”). In this way, he repre-
sented the three ages of life, which accompanied his main resumptive
identity as the great divinity of eternal and limited time. This tetradic
representation was explicitly mentioned by Theodor Bar Konay in his
account on Zoroastrianism,”® a work dated to 791-792 CE, but these
forms of the time-god were also quoted in the Syriac Acts of Adur-
Hormizd™ This Martyrologium mentions Zurwan as the “Fourfold”
God and as the highest divine figure, hence following a Manichae-
an pattern, but we know that this divinity was equally denominated
TeTpOnPOcOTOG Tatnp Tod peyébovg, “the four-faced father of Great-
ness” in the Byzantine anathemas against the Manichaeans.” Other
sources confirm this tradition, which was certainly current among a
number of Oriental Christian communities between the fifth and sixth
centuries. Similar speculations about the divine image of time were
developed in the Mediterranean context with close regard to Aimv, the
Greek high divinity of time, whose role increased after the Platonic
speculations about him. For instance, in a very remarkable third cen-
tury CE mosaic of Antioch,’® three personages, denominated as “Chro-
noi” (Xpdvou), sit in front of Aicdv. They represent (from the right to the
left) “Past (Time)” (ITapo()ymuévog), “Present (Time)” ("Eveotag),
and “Future (Time)” (Mé M wv) (Levi 1944: 273-274).”7 Some scholars,
such as Duchesne-Guillemin,”® Leo Olschki,” and many others,* have
called attention to the fact that when in some Christian apocryphal tra-
ditions the Magi go to worship Jesus in Bethlehem, they are presented
as showing three different ages, one young, one adult, one very old,
and equally Jesus reveals himself to each of them assuming a visible
aspect of a being of the same age. This is narrated by Marco Polo with
reference to a Persian context, but the same tradition is documented in
the Chronicle of Zugnin®' or in the Armenian Gospel of the Infancy. In
particular, this Armenian source, in chapters 17-21,% after the Magi
have brought the gifts to Jesus (ch. 16), shows an enlarged variant, in
which the visit of the Magi to Jesus is repeated three times, and, on
each occasion, the Magi have the privilege to see also the other man-
ifestations of Jesus. The basic idea underpinning this esoteric vision
was that every Magus started with a vision of Jesus corresponding to
his present human condition (young, mature, aged), which did not sim-
ply correspond to a mirroring reproduction, but involved a speculative
doctrine, in which, as Henry Corbin® had already fittingly empha-
sized, each age of Jesus represents the “bridge” through which a single
human mind might try to perceive a little part of the whole greatness
of God in his incomprehensible and extraordinary power. Thus, we
can fittingly repeat the famous sentence of the Acta Petri 20, 1:3* Un-
usquisque enim nostrum sicut capiebat uidere, prout poterat uidebat,
“in fact, as far as each one among us tried to see, he saw just according
to his own possibility,” which has been rightly connected with the idea
that Talem eum uidi qualem capere potui, “l saw him such as I might
seize,” attested in the Christian-Gnostic Literature.*> By contrast, we
must consider that the coming of the Magi to Bethlehem was present-
ed in the East as an event prophesied by Zoroaster himself, and that
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the expectation of the three posthumous sons of the Mazdean prophet,
in particular the third one, the Saosiiant par excellence, so that the
Christian propaganda played with the explicit presentation of Christ as
the true “savior,” whom Zoroastrian people, for many centuries, had
been longing for.*® This assumption is based on a number of textual
pieces of evidence, such as the one preserved in the Arabic Infancy
Gospel ¥ (Codex Laurentianus), which starts with a prophecy by Zoro-
aster concerning Jesus’s coming. Other sources state that some Iranian
Magi were looking for a sign connected with the birth of a “savior,”
who corresponds to Jesus.*® This happened also in Syriac Literature,®
but in particular it occurs in the Disputatio de Christo in Persia, a
very intriguing Byzantine source, which had already introduced the
anachronistic association between Cyrus the Great and Jesus.”® Cyrus,
who, in fact, (as stated by Isaiah), was a Messiah, according to this
text received an astral sign announcing the future birth of Jesus, so
that it was he himself who ordered his Magi to go to Bethlehem. This
story was not isolated but was reported also by Mas Tdi and Tabari.”!
Its meaning was quite simple and concerned the Translatio Imperii,
from the most powerful human king (Cyrus) to Jesus, as universal
emperor. Thus, the priests who anointed Cyrus were sent to anoint
the new king of the universe, Jesus the Christos. Finally, it is useful
to observe that the apocryphal representations of three Magi in the
mirroring interplay with Jesus as kosmokrator, which marked what
has been defined as Christ’s “tetramorphism,” offers not only a di-
rect comparison with the similar tetramorphic aspects of Ai®v and
Zurwan, but also with Zoroaster and his three posthumous sons. All
together, they actually formed a group of four “messengers” or “apos-
tles” of Ahura Mazda. As Widengren®” remarked, if the Iranian god
Nairiio.sagha was already considered as an asta-, i.e., a “messenger”’
(Vd. 19.34), also the third and last of Zoroaster’s posthumous sons, the
true Saosiiant, Astuuat.orata, was literally presented as asto mazdd
ahurahe, i.e., “the messenger of Ahura Mazda” (Yz. 19.22). According
to the Dadestan  Dénig 1.8,”* Zoroaster, O$&dar, and Osédarmabh (i.e.,
the other two sons of the prophet) were all together fréstagan “apos-
tles,” and a reference to “the four apostles of the good-religion” (cahar
hudenwar fréstagan), literally “the sent ones” (fréstag), the “envoys”
from Ohrmazd, was again formulated in a very incisive way in the
same Mazdean source (48,30).”* There, Zoroaster, O$édar, Os€édarmah,
and Sos8ans himself were meant without any doubt all together.”® Thus,
if Jesus indeed offered a tetramorphic image, and constituted with the
three Magi a group of four, where the universal power of Time might
be finally mirrored, Zoroaster himself with his three posthumous sons,
who will come at a millennium of distance one after the other, formed
yet another tetradic group, which again interplayed with the four as-
pects of Zurwan/Aidv.”

Some Esoteric Trends Among Modern Parsis
The impact of western esotericism®’ on the Parsi community can be
dated around the middle of the nineteenth century, when some mem-
bers of the Zoroastrian elite entered in close contact with British and
French freemasons.” But, despite the early foundation of the first In-
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dian lodge in Fort William, Bengal, on January 24, 1728, under the
authority of the Grand Lodge of England, the initiation of local people
was not favored, and the admission of prestigious Parsis, such as Mr.
Maneckjee Cursetjee (1808—1887) was refused. Because of some pecu-
liar circumstances, this gentleman was finally initiated in Paris in 1842
in a very old French lodge, Les Admirateurs de [’Univers. The French
reception was very positive because of the traditional association of
Zoroaster in the foundational masonic mythology of the origins, which
followed some speculations attested in the Classical, Mediaeval, and
Renaissance literatures about magic and the Magi, among whom the
role of Zoroaster emerged as one of the highest peaks.”” Only when
Cursetjee came back to Bombay was he invited to join the British lodge
“Perseverance,” and then from this episode onward other qualified In-
dians were allowed to join the Craft. Thus, in December 1843, a new
lodge, named “Rising Star of Western India” was created, and in a few

The impressive memorial inscription in honour of Khurshedjee Rustomjee Cama (1831-1909), in the
building of the Grand Lodge of Bombay. The highest and most important roles assumed by Cama in his
56 years of Masonic uninterrupted activity are there outlined. Photograph @ A. Panaino, January 15, 2024.
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years it became the center of the Zoroastrian masonic attraction. Some
Muslims were admitted as well, while Hindus entered only in the year
1872. It is to be noted that not only Parsis (i.e., Indian Zoroastrians for
many years), but also Iranis, i.e., Mazdeans of Persian origin, were
interested in the masonic initiations. The rituals were translated even
in Persian and a copy of the Avesta was placed on the altar together
with the Bible and the Quran. It is interesting to note that the masonic
framework, particularly in Europe, urged persons such as Khurshedjee
Rustamjee Cama (November 11, 1831-August 24, 1909) to approach
linguistics and Zoroastrian studies in a Western way, and to promote
a refreshment of Mazdean culture, in particular with regard to priestly
education. His role was so important that on December 18, 1916, the
Marquess of Willingdon (1866—1941), the Governor-General of Bom-
bay, inaugurated the official opening of the K. R. Cama Oriental Insti-
tute, which is still one of the most important archives in the academic
world. During this new period, many social and cultural movements
had a major impact on the educated Zoroastrians, who were interested
not only in the Masonic “mysteries,” but also in the esoteric messages
of the Theosophical Society, which for instance involved distinguished
Parsi scholars, such as Ervad Jivanji Jamshedji Modi. Thus, we can
observe different trends'” in which Western masonic esotericism un-
derpinned a sort of rationalist approach to the religious sources, with-
out excluding the role the other Masonic or Western esoteric cultural
lines, that of the Schwdrmerei, which involved the spiritualist attitudes
of Theosophy.'”!
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Introduction

he present article argues for caution in applying the concept of

esotericism to Zoroastrianism throughout its history and instead
proposes two alternative research routes. In a first step, a survey of in-
fluential research conducted by scholars in the study of Zoroastrianism
on its esoteric qualities will show the inherent problems older research
had in applying the concept meaningfully. In a second step, this will be
linked to a survey of wider debates in the study of esotericism, which
will further our understanding of the theoretical problems related to
the concept. After that, two alternative routes of research will be pro-
posed: Firstly, the alternative concept of revelatory knowledge claims,
inspired by an approach from the study of esotericism, will be intro-
duced as a category that will allow us to take a comparative look at
traditions of such claims in the first millennium. The second route will
explore Zoroastrianism as a topic of esoteric discourse. Specifically, it
will examine the work of René Guénon and Julius Evola, two founding
figures of the school of so-called traditionalism.

The Study of Zoroastrian Esotericism: The Last Fifty-Five Years
In recent decades, researchers who specifically focused on the histo-
ry of Zoroastrianism have not often considered the existence of Zo-
roastrian esotericism. Still, two influential articles have prominently
dealt with the topic, while coming to wildly different conclusions. In
1969, Shaul Shaked published “Esoteric Trends in Zoroastrianism.”
It is probably no coincidence that it was published just five years after
Yates’s study of the connection between Giordano Bruno and hermet-
icism,? which—as will be discussed later on—helped spread interest
in esotericism in academia. At the time, Mircea Eliade and Henry
Corbin popularized the use of the esoteric vs. exoteric binary in reli-
gious studies, too. Shaked’s use of the term “esoteric” does not seem
to hold much conceptual value for him. He limits his study, in his own
words, to evidence for “a secret element in the Zoroastrian religion of
the Sasanian period.”” Still, he seems aware of the more significant
implications of the title of his article, contextualizing his research as a
middle ground between research on the Iranian influence on Gnosti-
cism, shamanistic, and mystic elements in Zoroastrianism, and a total
denial of any esoteric elements.* Through this analysis, Shaked con-
cludes that there is evidence to support the existence of a distinction
between “folk religion” and more intellectual and inwardly oriented
forms of Zoroastrianism, particularly as presented in certain sections
of Middle Persian literature such as Dénkard Book VI1.°

While Shaked’s judgment is very cautious, James R. Russell’s “On
Mysticism and Esotericism among the Zoroastrians” (1993)° arrives at
much more far-reaching conclusions. His study is more a-historical,
employing sources from the Avesta to Armenian, Roman, and Islamic
authors, and even further to Ilme Ksnum, a modern Parsi religious
movement that developed in a complex dialogue between Persianate
and Western traditions.’

Russell’s definition of Zoroastrian mysticism—a term he uses in-
terchangeably with esotericism—then appears more in the style of re-
ligionist perspectives, looking for phenomena sui generis.® He seems
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to understand esotericism as an aspect of Zoroastrianism that does not
correspond to the modern, Western understanding of religion, such as
ritual intoxication,” but a clear definition is lacking. Interestingly, this
is at odds with the understanding of esotericism prevalent in the mod-
ern Study of Western Esotericism, too, as we will see below.

In both cases, it seems questionable whether there is any heuristic
benefit in using the term “esotericism”—as mentioned above; Shaked
himself postulates instead a differentiation between folk religion and
a more intellectual tradition.'”” So, where does this leave us? The ex-
istence of the journal at hand speaks to the interest in possible appli-
cations, but we should also proceed with caution. How can we move
beyond anachronisms, and how can we analyze more recent intercon-
nections? Here, we should look to the modern study of esotericism.

The History of the Study of Western Esotericism: Lessons to be

Learned
Broader agendas often influence the study of Zoroastrianism and eso-
tericism, and scholars in these fields have complex relationships with
their subjects. One could think of extreme examples such as Martin
Haug’s research on the Gathas in the nineteenth century and Davoud
Monchi-Zadeh’s association with National Socialism." The study of
esotericism has been dramatically influenced by the ideological inter-
ests and esoteric inclinations of scholars, too. As in the case of the
study of Zoroastrianism, this has also shaped the study of esotericism
as we know it today. Therefore, a short overview of its history is nec-
essary to better understand the current debates in the field.

Wouter F. Hanegraaff has identified three key developments that
led to the establishment of the field. First, the Eranos meetings played
a crucial role, involving influential participants like Carl Gustav Jung,
Henry Corbin, and Mircea Eliade."” Second, an independent scholar-
ly engagement with Renaissance hermeticism was fueled by Frances
Yates’s 1964 publication of Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradi-
tion; and third, it became popular in the counterculture of the 1960s."
Note that Shaked’s article falls within this period.

Institutionalization was a slow process. The first chair for the
study of esotericism was created in Paris in 1964—under the influ-
ence of Henry Corbin and initially with a focus on Christian esoteri-
cism. Its most prominent holder was Antoine Faivre, who himself had
esoteric affinities."* Faivre developed a typology of esoteric thinking,
attempting to encompass the subject’s timeless essence. However, he
later shifted towards a more historical approach.” Although such work
focused on European or Western esotericism, people were always
operating with a more phenomenological, ahistoric understanding of
esotericism. “[ They] were interested not so much in hermeticism spe-
cifically, as in esotericism generally [. . .]. According to this “tradi-
tionalist” understanding (which turns out to be implicitly assumed in
many religionist studies of ‘esotericism’ as well), the esoteric means
the ‘inner’ dimension or universal essence of religion per se.”'®

In 1999, the second chair was established in Amsterdam to which
Wouter F. Hanegraaff was appointed. With it the first department
dedicated to the study of esotericism was created, producing a new
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generation of scholars focusing on Western esotericism. Through
Hanegraaff’s relentless work and the founding of linked institutions,
this new Amsterdam school gained a hegemonic position in the field.
Among the new institutions emerging in this process, we find the jour-
nal Aries, the European Society for the Study of Western Esotericism,
and a publishing cooperation with Brill, cementing the influence of the
“Amsterdam school.”"” Although recent discussions in the field have
attempted to move beyond Hanegraaft’s work, it remains the primary
point of reference.!® Therefore, it is necessary to become familiar with
his arguments.

The boundaries of what was studied were initially a result of the
field’s genesis, but it gradually gained programmatic significance, par-
ticularly in the work of Hanegraaff. Hanegraaff’s approach to defining
esotericism evolved over time. Initially, he aimed to provide positive
definitions but later looked at esotericism as a category of exclusion in
European intellectual history. This shift responded to earlier research-
ers’ essentialist and universalist tendencies.”” Consequently, it led to a
departure from positive determinations of the subject in much of the
field, aligning with a broader skepticism towards such definitions in
religious studies.?

As shown by Egil Asprem, two versions of this exclusion-nar-
rative exist: first, what Asprem calls the “strict version,” which can
be found in its most developed form in Esotericism and the acade-
my (2012).2! Here, Hanegraaff tells how, beginning in the seventeenth
century, primarily protestant scholars started a discourse of exclusion,
which fostered connections between intellectual currents like Hermet-
icism, alchemy, and astrology. While not necessarily marginalized in
their historical context, they finally became excluded from academ-
ic discourse during the Enlightenment period. In other publications,
Hanegraaff softened this strictly historiographic perspective. Asprem
calls this the “inflated version.” It claims the existence of a structural
continuity in Western history from ancient anti-pagan polemics to the
exclusion of esoteric thinking in the Enlightenment.?

Michael Bergunder and his students, foremost Julian Strube, have
forwarded an even more radical approach. This school focuses on the
formation of esotericism as a global identity marker from the nine-
teenth century onwards. Bergunder opted for an approach informed
by discourse theory, primarily through readings of Derrida and the
work of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Moufte, which traces its “subject,
esotericism . . . through an unbroken line of reception and tradition.”*

In both these approaches—although for different reasons—there
is limited to no space for “Zoroastrian esotericism,” particularly in the
pre-modern period. If we do not want to fall behind the historicist turn
the study of esotericism has made in the last two decades, we should
take these perspectives seriously. Still, in the following, two ways will
be shown in which the study of Zoroastrianism and esotericism can
benefit from each other. In the first case, the further development of
concepts from the study of esotericism using Middle Persian examples
will lead to the development of a possible new research perspective,
while in the second case, the complex links between esoteric, scientif-
ic, political, and religious discourses in the global history of religions
will be demonstrated using a concrete case study.
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Revelatory Knowledge Claims
Beyond the early criticism against Esotericism and the Academy, the
question of how non-European, pre-modern traditions can be the sub-
ject of research on Esotericism has sparked new controversies in the
field. Liana Saif remarks on the problem of the study of Islamic es-
otericism: “It seems, then, that an academic global study of Islamic
esotericism is caught between a pestle and a mortar, religionism and
non-existence.”** This seems to hold for pre-modern Zoroastrian es-
otericism, too. Saif tries to develop a heuristic under which it is still
possible to speak of Islamic esotericism. She focuses on the concept
batiniyya, which she translates as esotericism, and creates a frame-
work based on the axes of intellectual and revelatory approaches to
hidden phenomena centered around Qur’anic exegesis, in the tenth to
thirteenth centuries, influenced by the Neoplatonised-Aristotelianism
of the nineth and tenth centuries and the rise of Sufism; while also
highlighting the significance of the reception of Islamic esotericism in
the early to mid-twentieth century in the Traditionalist milieu.”” Based
on an overview of historical sources, she excludes certain elements
that seem central to most understandings of “Western” esotericism,
like a “discreet social presence and the occult sciences.””® An obvi-
ous question arising is: what heuristic benefit do we get out of such
an identification? Instead, we should use her focus on heuristics as a
foundation for exploring new avenues of inquiry.

In this context, referring to Gregor Ahn’s article on the formation
of concepts in religious studies might be beneficial. Ahn discusses the
need to critically examine and reevaluate our conceptual frameworks,
reflecting on culture-specific preconceptions. The result should be new
heuristics “that are not based on a replacement by improved equivalent
terms, but operate with substitute terms that presuppose a fundamen-
tally changed structure of the conceptual field and the object of inves-
tigation implied by it.”*” The objective is not to completely eliminate
culturally specific preconceptions but rather to aim for a more accurate
and “factually appropriate” description.?®

The starting point for the present investigation is a concept that
Dylan Burns has explored in the context of ancient Mediterranean
texts: claims of revelatory knowledge e.g., based on ritualistic attain-
ment of “higher knowledge,” which he envisions as a bridge between
the study of different gnostic and apocalyptical traditions of the ancient
Mediterranean.?? Such claims have often been included in definitions
of esotericism.*® We will follow this route, focusing on a specific set of
such claims in the Middle Persian Zoroastrian material, more or less
elaborate narratives centered on the attainment of revelatory knowl-
edge through rituals. Thus, a research framework from the Study of
Esotericism will be the starting point—but, following Ahn’s call for a
reorientation of the conceptual field, it will make more sense to resit-
uate it within the framework of other discourses found in the Zoroas-
trian material, namely debates surrounding mediality, especially the
use of writing, which became ever more prominent in Late Antiquity.

The oldest dateable account of the use of ritual to reveal religious
truths is found in the inscriptions of Kerdir, the most prominent Zoro-
astrian priestly dignitary of the early Sasanian period.’! In a somewhat
obscure passage, he describes his use of young boys to obtain a vision
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that reveals specific details about the soul’s fate in the afterlife.’> The
exact method is debated; Martin Schwartz argues for the use of a re-
flective surface based on a proposed correction to older readings of the
inscription.* The later accounts of comparable practices are found in
the priestly literature but resist such a relatively straightforward dating.

The exact chronology of most of the Book Pahlavi literature re-
mains a mystery; however, it is indisputable that all the following
examples, as they exist in their present form, were written several
centuries after the era of Kerdir. The first example comes from the
Arda Wiraz Namag (AWN), Book of the righteous Wirdaz,** probably
the most well-known example of a Zoroastrian text containing a de-
scription of the afterlife. It describes the drinking of a vision-inducing
liquid by Wiraz. Still, it is embedded in a story about writing and
is—another feature appearing in all the following examples—set in
the distant past, its current redaction most likely composed in the Is-
lamic period.*® The reason for performing the ritual is the doubt into
which the religion fell after the invasion of Alexander of Macedon.
The first misdeed ascribed to the Macedonian conqueror is (most like-
ly anachronistically) the destruction of a written version of the Aves-
ta—seemingly the only copy, causing great calamity (AWN 1.5-6).°¢ A
minor but telling difference between Kerdir’s inscription and the Arda
Wiraz Namag is the fact that after the performance of the appropriate
rituals, the text explicitly mentions that a dibir i danag i1 frazanag,®” “a
wise and intelligent scribe,” is called to record the vision (AWN 3.12-
13). The text continues: ud harw cé Wiraz guft drust rosn ud gowizar
nibist,® “and everything that Wiraz said was written down rightly,
clearly and in detail” (AWN 3.14). The section describing the vision
even starts with the phrase u-§ édon framiid nibistan,” “and he ordered
him to write” (AWN 4.1). While referencing a visionary experience,
the text stresses that it was put into writing.

A similar observation can be made in the Zand i Wahman Yasn
(ZWY).* It depicts events unfolding during the frasgird, the Zoroas-
trian end times. While the exact age of the text remains uncertain, its
surviving form appears to have undergone a complex editing process,
with the current form of the text dating from Islamic times.* In the
narrative, Zardust (Zarathustra) tries to attain immortality, which Ohr-
mazd is unwilling to bestow on him. Instead, he grants him clairvoy-
ance of the future through a drink of his wisdom in the form of water
(ZWY 3,5-8). The whole narrative—as can be seen from the title and
the beginning of the chapters—claims to be taken from the Zand, the
translation with commentary of the Avesta. Chapter 3 starts e.g., with
the expression pad zand wahman yasn paydag . . .** “it is revealed in
the Zand of the Wahman Yasn . . .” before recounting further parts of
the vision. As the history behind the text already implies, this seems
highly unlikely.* Still, it seems necessary for the text to provide a link
to an older tradition and not solely rely on the claim to knowledge at-
tained through rituals, presenting itself as a retelling of a preexisting
text (although of unknown mediality).

One last example is found in the Ayadgar i Jamaspig (AY), The
memoir of Jamasp.** Once again, we encounter a text with a remark-
ably intricate history of transmission. It is evident that this text has
undergone numerous changes and revisions throughout its existence.®
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Given that the Middle Persian version of much of the text is lost, our
understanding relies heavily on the later renditions of Pazand, i.e.,
Middle Persian written in Avestan script, and of Parsi, i.e., a transcrip-
tion in Arabic. In it, Jamasp, who became leader of the religion after
Zarathustra’s death, answers questions posed to him by King Wistasp,
a legendary ruler and contemporary of Zarathustra.*® In contrast to the
other examples, Jamasp does not achieve his visions through a ritual,
but his knowledge was bestowed on him by Zarathustra himself (AY
1.5). Agostini speculates that this gave the figure a special role in the
aftermath of the Islamic conquest.”’ Interestingly, in AY 1.3, the text
also proclaims that it was written down in the time of Wistasp, thereby
dating its creation to a mythical past long before the reader’s present.

What can we gather from these examples? Although our sample is
limited, I propose some observations that prompt a broader perspec-
tive on claims of revelatory knowledge attained through rituals in the
Zoroastrian Middle Persian material. After Kerdir, no priest or other
individual claims to possess such revelatory knowledge. Instead, we
encounter claims projecting this knowledge to the distant past. This
contrasts sharply with Kerdir’s account of his ritual accomplishments.
However, it is overly simplistic to categorize these examples as mere
pseudepigrapha. Instead, they all engage, to some extent, in a dis-
course on literacy and intertextuality, referring to a written transmis-
sion or source material incorporated into the work. Claims of revela-
tory knowledge appear intertwined with these claims of knowledge
transmission. This is distinct from the directness found in Kerdir’s
inscription.

While this shift is hard to explain, it should alert us to the possi-
bility of a change in perceptions of mediality separating the two. Fur-
thermore, this insistence on writing stands in some contrast—at first
glance—to the only open discussion of orality and literacy that we
can find in Middle Persian Zoroastrian literature, a passage in the fifth
book of the Dénkard. After discussing the connection between Aves-
tan and the spiritual world, we can read the following in Dk. 5.24.13:4

“And he [i.e., Ohrmazd] commanded the dén and the ritual for-
mula and all that is written with the tongue to be written down
from the beginning. Now most of it has been preserved in writ-
ing, as is well known among the knowing. Nevertheless, it is
of great benefit to memorise, and one advantage of this is to
inform the common people about the rituals and worship. An-
other is to gain knowledge of things. Because it allows words of
such depth to be transmitted and these in truthfulness and un-
adulterated, the correctness of the spoken word is much greater
than that of the written word and for these and many other rea-
sons the living and spoken word should be sensibly regarded as
more important than the written word.”*

It is noteworthy that the debate is between the high priest and a Chris-
tian convert in an Islamic context. Insisting on the superiority of oral-
ity could be a means of identitarian demarcation. Still, the passage—
while proclaiming the superiority of orality—attributes the writing
down of the tradition to Ohrmazd himself, although how this took
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place remains unclear.

What becomes clear is that research on claims of revelatory
knowledge in Middle Persian Zoroastrian sources must consider wider
discourses on mediality in the sources at hand. Therefore, it might
make more sense to speak of ritualistic knowledge claims—which by
the time of our sources seem to be in need of authoritarian support
through references to tradition and writing. In Ahn’s terms, such a
readjustment of our research focus can help us overcome culture-spe-
cific preconceptions. This reorientation can be the starting point of
a reorientation of research into the wider field of such claims in the
Mediterranean area, too.

The Modern Period: The Case of Traditionalism
The preceding subchapter has proven that an engagement between de-
bates in the study of esotericism and Zoroastrianism can be a fruitful
endeavor for both sides. Exploring pre-modern examples through a
concept linked to the formation of Western esotericism has helped to
reframe it and possibly open up new lines of research into the wider
world of Late Antique revelatory literature. But even when focusing
on Middle Persian material, it became clear that a strictly historical
approach is necessary, as evidenced by the differences between Kerdir
and the later texts.

The qualifier “Western,” as we have seen, was meant to demarcate
such a new, historicist approach in contrast to religionist approach-
es. Still, for several reasons, its validity has been questioned.’® Post-
structuralist and postcolonial perspectives, among others, are, as noted
above, employed to challenge the validity of the qualifier. One argu-
ment in its problematization is that esotericism as a self-designation
became prominent only in the nineteenth century, shaped by global
exchange processes, emphasizing the dynamic and relational nature
of its development, pushing the date of its employability even closer to
the present.’! Parsis, the Zoroastrian community of modern-day India,
actively participated in these global discourses, with Theosophy being
one of the most prominent examples, where members of the commu-
nity rose to prominent positions.” Some studies have examined what
could be described as such global entanglements, notably the work of
Anna Tessmann on Russian forms of Zoroastrianism, which emerged
at the intersections between scientific and esoteric discourses.* Schol-
ars have also turned their attention to movements that claim a Zoroas-
trian identity, most notably Mazdaznan.>* Beyond that, various esoter-
ic traditions partook in discourses surrounding Zoroastrianism during
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Still, this has received little
attention in the scholarly literature, especially in the study of Zoroas-
trianism. Symptomatically, the articles gathered in Part V. Intersec-
tions of the Wiley Blackwell Companion to Zoroastrianism examine
classical religious traditions but not modern esotericism.> This is rem-
iniscent of the stigmatization of the study of esotericism in academia
attested to by Hanegraaff, even as a subject and not as a theoretical
perspective.®

However, examining the discourse surrounding Zoroaster and Zo-
roastrianism within a particular esoteric tradition can offer valuable
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insights into the interplay between different discourses and shed light
on the representation of Zoroastrianism in these contexts. The exam-
ple taken here is that of Traditionalism, especially that of its founding
figure, René¢ Guénon (1886—-1951). While Traditionalism has predom-
inantly been associated with the fringes of right-wing extremism for
many years, it has gained some visibility in recent times. Notably, its
influence on the Russian conspiritualist Alexander Dugin has attracted
attention, with Western media occasionally portraying him as a shad-
owy figure influencing Vladimir Putin’s imperial ambitions.’” Beyond
that, as the already quoted Liana Saif has remarked, among many oth-
ers, it played a major role in the modern perception of Islamic esoter-
icism in the West—and, especially through Mircea Eliade, it was a
major influence on Religious Studies in the middle of the twentieth
century.™

Guénon was a former French occultist who, for a short while,
hoped to pursue a career in academia. He firmly believed the West-
ern world was facing an imminent collapse primarily caused by its
disconnection from Tradition, a transcendental framework of spiritual
values. According to Guénon, the only remaining hope for Western
individuals lay in reestablishing a connection to Tradition through ini-
tiation into a traditional religious system—which, according to him,
was to be found in the East, in “Oriental metaphysics.” While Guénon
focused his writings primarily on Hinduism, he embraced Islam and
lived as a practicing Muslim in Cairo for the last two decades of his
life.”

While Guénon’s work may contain limited references to Zoro-
astrianism, these references hold significant implications within the
broader context of Traditionalism. To analyze these references, we will
begin with his initial monograph and explore his writings’ key themes
associated with Zoroastrianism. In doing so, we will discover a dis-
tinct and original portrayal of the religion that sharply contrasts with
prevailing depictions in the European esoteric tradition.

In Introduction générale a I’étude des doctrines hindoues (1921),
which Guénon submitted as a dissertation to the French Indologist Syl-
vain Lévi, he mentions Zoroastrianism and the culture of pre-Islamic
Persia on several occasions, although mostly in passing. As summa-
rized by Mark Sedgwick, the thesis was rejected by Lévi because of
its scientific shortcomings, its sole focus on Vedanta as the supposed
essence of Hinduism, and its perennialism—these characteristics (and
arguably the unscientific treatment of his source material) being cen-
tral to Guénon’s subsequent works as well.®® Guénon emphasizes the
influence of Persian culture on classical Greek civilization, which he
already saw as a deviation from Tradition.®! This perspective stands in
stark contrast to his views on the interconnections among Traditional
religions, i.e., religions that are still in contact with these metaphysical
values. For example, in Le roi du monde (1927), Guénon expresses
reluctance to perceive their relationship solely within the framework
of influences, although he does not entirely dismiss their possibility.
Rather, they supposedly show their own expressions of the perennial
Tradition, which can serve as an explanation for similarities.®* This
perspective shapes his treatment of Zoroastrianism, too, e.g., in his
discussion of Avestan haoma and Vedic soma.®® Likewise, he treats
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the Avestan Vohu Mana as a manifestation of the Homme Universel.**

This theoretical outlook might also explain a difference between
him and most other authors dealing with the history of religions in
the widest sense at the time: While e.g., the Religionsgeschichtliche
Schule focused on contacts and exchanges between religious tradi-
tions, Guénon is more than reluctant to give them a place in histo-
ry. Particularly in his later writings, Guénon emphatically denies any
influence of Zoroastrianism on the development of Iranian forms of
Islam. Instead, he places significant emphasis on the Arab character of
Islam and highlights the Islamic nature of modern Persia:

“On the other hand, Persia should belong, ethnically and even
geographically, to what we have called the Middle East; if we
don’t include it, it’s because its current population is entirely
Muslim. One is that of India, and the other that of the ancient
Persians; but today, the latter is represented only by the Parsis,
who form small and scattered groups, some in India, mainly in
Bombay, others in the Caucasus . . .’

Noteworthy is the depiction of Zoroastrianism as existing only in in-
significant remnants, replaced by Islam. Nevertheless, in a review pub-
lished in 1923, Guénon remained open to the possibility of Zoroastrian
influence on Persian culture in the wider sense, although not on Islam
as a (Traditional) religion. Writing for the Catholic Revue de philoso-
phie, Guénon stresses the importance of Zoroastrianism’s influence on
the sciences in Iran.*® This kind of influence is inconceivable regarding
a Traditional religion in his specific kind of perennialism, as here, and
as pointed out above, similarities are not proof of exchange but rather
evidence of the shared genesis. In 1936—six years after moving to
Cairo—he writes to Patrice Genty, a former Martinist who by then had
become a Traditionalist, too:*’

“I don’t see that there’s any Manichaeism in Persian Sufism,
or Mazdeism for that matter, as some Westerners have also
claimed; it’s always the mania for looking for ‘fingerprints’; in
reality, Sufism, both Persian and Arabic, is purely Islamic and
has never been anything else.”®

Zoroastrianism and its relationship to Islam is taken up by Guénon
in reference to Henry Corbin, too. Corbin, whose influence still
looms over the academic study of Islamic esotericism, identified
it mainly with Shi’ite Sufism and here, especially with the figure of
Suhrawardi.®® In contrast to Guénon, Corbin—whose academic career
spanned roughly five decades—stressed the importance of Zoroastri-
anism for the development of Islam and especially the Islamic culture
of Iran.”® In a critical review of Corbin’s Suhrawardi d Alep, fondateur
de la doctrine illuminative (ishrdq) for Etudes traditionnelles, the only
reference to Corbin in the works of Guénon, he rejects the notion of
influence again.”

Returning to the Introduction, another passage illuminates
Guénon’s conception of Zoroastrianism. In the broader context of the
history of traditional religions, Guénon integrates Zoroastrianism as
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a phenomenon that initially deviates from the Traditional path before
undergoing a process of return to it—an ambiguity found in some of
his other treatments of Zoroastrianism, too:

“[T]his same tradition was . . . (Indo-Iranian), . . . simply to
mark that it was later to give rise to the two Hindu and Persian
civilizations, distinct and even opposed in some respects. At
some point, therefore, a split must have occurred, rather like
that which later occurred in Buddhism in India; and the sepa-
rate branch, deviating from the primordial tradition, was then
what we call ‘Iranism,” i.e., what was to become the Persian
tradition, still called “‘Mazdeism.” We have already pointed out
this tendency, general in the East, for doctrines that were ini-
tially anti-traditional to set themselves up as independent tradi-
tions; the one in question had undoubtedly taken on this char-
acter long before being codified in the Avesta under the name
of Zarathustra or Zoroaster, in which we should see, moreover,
not the designation of a man, but rather that of a group, as often
happens in such cases . . . On the other hand, a very clear trace
of the deviation remained in the Persian language itself, where
certain words had a meaning directly opposite to that which
they had originally and which they retained in Sanskrit . . .”7

Guénon’s sources have been a subject of debate, with critics highlight-
ing that he often drew upon materials that did not meet academic stan-
dards. Guénon’s proposition that Zarathustra was a title rather than a
historical figure is of particular interest in this regard. By the end of
the nineteenth century, the idea that Zarathustra not only existed but
had actually composed parts of the Avesta had become entrenched
in scholarship on Zoroastrianism.”” Where did Guénon come up with
the idea that it was a title attached to several individuals? The answer
seems to lie in Guénon’s biography: 1921 saw not only the publica-
tion of Guénon’s work on Hinduism but also his Le Théosophisme:
Histoire d’une pseudo-religion, a reckoning with Theosophy, and two
years later, in 1923, he published L'erreur spirite, in which he attacked
his former spiritual master, Gérard Analect Vincent Encausse, better
known under his pseudonym Papus. The Martinist movement, which
Papus initiated and Guénon criticized, started as a breakaway from the
Theosophical Society under Papus in late nineteenth-century France,
but soon developed an international following of its own. Among its
followers, at least for some time, was Guénon.” At the time of the pub-
lication of the Introduction, he had broken with Martinism, but up to
the time of his death in Egypt thirty years later, he kept—among other
esoteric works—books from the movement in his private library.”

While already obsolete in nineteenth-century academic discussions,
the idea of several Zarathustras has still found some support in later es-
oteric writings, although mostly focusing on two separate Zoroasters.”
Although early theosophical publications echo traditional Zoroaster
discourses in European occultism,”” Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831—
1891) mentions the idea that the name “Zarathustra” must have been a
title used by several different people, e.g., in Isis Unveiled (1877), and
this seems to have found at least some acceptance even among Theo-
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sophical Parsis.”® It is unclear where Guénon exactly encountered the
idea as it seems to have had some presence in Martinist circles, too.
Papus seems to endorse it when he writes of the “premier Zoroastre”
in his Traité élémentaire de science occulte (1889).” This seems to al-
lude more to the idea of a series of Zarathustras in line with Blavatsky
and in opposition to the work of e.g., the famous French occultist Eli-
phas Lévi, who distinguishes between a true and a false Zarathustra.®
Guénon keeps with the idea in his later work, too. For example, in his
most famous book, La crise du monde modern (1927), he dates the
“last Zarathustra” (“dernier Zoroastre”) to the sixth century BCE.*!

As shown above, Zoroastrianism plays a role for Guénon only in
so far as it once was—at least for some time—a force of Tradition
that has now been replaced by Islam in its heartland. He spelled out
in several letters his view of Zoroastrianism as a schismatic sect that
branched off from Vedic religion, which he perceives to be closest to
the primordial religion. In his views, Guénon seems to give an esoteric
echo and reformulation of views common . . .

The harshest judgement is found in a letter to Julius Evola (1898—
1974). Evola had discovered Traditionalism in the mid-1920s. A
staunch antisemite and right-wing elitist critic of fascism, he tried to
gain influence on the Partito Nazionale Fascista in Italy as well as on
the Nationalsozialistische deutsche Arbeiterpartei in Germany—with
only limited success.® In what seems to be corrections to drafts for
Evola’s book Rivolta contro il mondo moderno, Guénon writes:

“Another point of difference concerns Mazdeism (p. 269), the
result of a very ancient schism, and certainly further from the
principle than the Hindu tradition: one of the proofs of this is
the inversion of the meaning of the word ‘déva,” which original-
ly expressed the idea of ‘luminosity’; others of the same kind
could be found, for example the transformation of Indra into
a demon; and there is also, in Mazdeism, a certain ‘moralism’
which is the incontestable sign of a degeneration.””®

Following the passage from the Introduction quoted above, Guénon
had already spoken of the Zoroastrian “deviation” regarding the
change of e.g., the role of Indra in the two traditions. In the letter, he
speaks of “I'inversion,” a central term in Guénon’s work, denoting a
twisting of right and wrong in antitraditional societies—most notably
in the modern Western World. Nevertheless, he writes in a following
letter that this antitraditional schism might have been corrected over
time, echoing the ideas encountered previously.® It is worthwhile to
contrast Evola’s perspective on Zoroastrianism with that of Guénon
to give some perspective on the breadth of Traditionalist engagements
with the religion and the relationship between the two authors.

In one of his corrections, Guénon brings up the idea of Zarathustra
being a title borne by different people in different times, too,* which
is taken up by Evola and linked to the thesis of the origin of the Ary-
ans from an Arctic, i.e., hyperborean, homeland, the putative original
homeland in the final version of Rivolta. In a specific interpretation
of his own, he links it to the Hindu concept of avatar.** However, al-
though he formulates this idea in a footnote, it plays practically no

Religiographies 38

78

Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, Isis Unveiled: The-
ology, Cambridge library collection. Spiritualism
and Esoteric Knowledge (1877; repr., Cambridge,
UK: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 141. In
the later work, The Secret Doctrine, she names
an early modern Persian work called Dabestan as
her source, see Helena P. Blavatsky, The Secret
Doctrine, vol. 2, Anthropogenesis (London: The-
osophical Publ. Co, 1888), 6nl. There is no indi-
cation that Guénon knew the work. Blavatsky’s
etymological speculations did not receive any echo
or source in the academic discussions of the time,
cf. Friedrich Max Miiller, Zendstudien 1 (Wien: In
Komm. bei Karl Gerolds Sohn, 1863), 1-7; Abra-
ham V. Williams Jackson, Zoroaster: The Proph-
et of Ancient Iran (London: Macmillan, 1899),
147-49. Jackson discusses the question of the ex-
istence of two Zarathustras in relation to a passage
in Pliny but the second one would have flourished
much later than the Theosophist’s Zarathustra, see
Jackson, Zoroaster, 153. In Zoroastrianism in the
light of theosophy, Henry Steel Olcott, one of the
founding figures of the Theosophical Society, gives
in a footnote a lengthy explanation of the theory,
see Henry S. Olcott, “The Spirit of the Zoroastrian
Religion,” in Zoroastrianism in the Light of Theos-
ophy, ed. Nasarvanji F. Bilimoria (Bombay : “Bla-
vatsky Lodge” Theosophical Society, 1898), 3—4n.
The volume was published by a prominent Parsi
member of the Theosophical Society.

79
See Papus, Traité élémentaire de science occulte
(Paris: G. Carré, 1888), 114.

80
Stausberg, Faszination Zarathushtra, 1:563—65.

81

René Guénon, La crise du monde moderne, Tradi-
tion 3, 7e éd. (Paris: Gallimard, 1946), 22. Another
example can be found in René Guénon, “Letter to
Vasile Lovinescu, 19.5.1935,” accessed April 27,
2023, http://www.index-rene-guenon.org/Access_
book.php?sigle=C-VLov&page=6; René Guénon,
“Letter to Patrice Genty, 16.04.1935,” accessed
April 7, 2023, http://www.index-rene-guenon.org/
Access_book.php?sigle=C-PaGe&page=68.

82
There exists no academic biography of Evola.
For his activities during the fascist era, see Pe-
ter Staudenmaier, “Racial Ideology Between
Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany: Julius Evola
and the Aryan Myth, 1933-43,” Journal of Con-
temporary History 55, no. 3 (2020), https://doi.
org/10.1177/0022009419855428; Peter Stauden-
maier, “Julius Evola and the ‘Jewish Problem’ in
Axis Europe: Race, Religion and Antisemitism,”
in Religion, Ethnonationalism, and Antisemitism in
the Era of the Two World Wars, ed. Kevin P. Spicer
and Rebecca Carter-Chand, McGill-Queen’s Stud-
ies in the History of Religion (Montreal: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 2022). On his involve-
ment with Traditionalism and its interplay with
fascism see Sedgwick, Against the Modern World,
98-109. Evola has gained some popularity in
modern right-wing discourse on the internet, see

Maurer



role in his conception of Zarathustra. Guénon had also pointed him
to new sources on Hyperborea, recommending Tilak’s Arctic Home
of the Veda over Alfred Rosenberg, who seems to have been refer-
enced in Evola’s first draft.*’ In his conception, Zarathustra appears as
a restorer of the traditional cult, which was in danger of degenerating,
thereby defusing the conflict between Hinduism and Zoroastrianism
as painted by Guénon.*® Evola adopts some more points of Guénon’s
criticism, too, while ignoring others, e.g., he briefly mentions the mor-
alizing element in Zoroastrianism that Guénon pointed out, but does
not incorporate the note concerning the etymology of Skt. asura and
Av. ahura proposed by Guénon.*

Evola and Guénon approach different aspects of Zoroastrianism
as having varying significance. For Evola, Zoroastrianism is a Tra-
ditional Aryan warrior cult. He refers to it as “il dualismo guerriero
mazdeo.””® His interpretation of Franz Cumont’s work on Roman Mi-
thraism may have influenced this perspective, which holds a signifi-
cant role in Rivolta contro il mondo moderno. Unlike Guénon, Evola
references a wide range of academic sources, although he does not
consistently quote them when referring to primary sources.”” Often,
he mentions concepts such as av. x*aronah- “the glory of the kings,”
and the Av. fravasis, whom he thinks of as warrior spirits. They hold
a specific importance in his later publications on the topic.”? In Evo-
la’s perspective, this martial Zoroastrianism becomes a significant
testimony to his conception of the Western path of traditional soci-
eties. According to Evola, this path is characterized by an active and
warrior-like spirit, which he believed to be more suited to Europeans.
In contrast, Evola associated contemplation with the East, an implicit
criticism of Guénon’s engagement with and views on Hinduism and
especially Islam, highlighting their very different views on initiation
into Tradition.”

Two of Evola’s German publications from the Third Reich use Zo-
roastrianism as a key witness to argue for the spiritual importance
of war in the traditional life of the Aryan race: an article written for
Geist und Zeit published in October 1939 and the print version of a
lecture steeped in it, which Evola had delivered at the Kaiser Wil-
helm Institute in Rome in 1940.°* They both expand on material al-
ready found in the chapter on “holy war” in Rivolta contro il mondo
moderno, which delves into the concept of Jihad in Islam.”> However,
in the later publications, Evola speaks of the “Aryan origin™¢ of the
concept. This view contrasts sharply with Guénon’s conception of the
relationship between Islam and Zoroastrianism and his evaluation of
Zoroastrianism in general. It is indeed notable that the works “Uber
die alt-arische Auffassung des Sieges und des ‘Heiligen Kampfes’ ”
(““On the Ancient Aryan Notion of Victory and the ‘Holy Battle’ ”’) and
Die arische Lehre von Kampf und Sieg (The Aryan Doctrine of Strug-
gle and Victory) were intended for German audiences and exhibit a
more racially-charged line of argumentation compared to Evola’s ear-
lier publication. These works coincide with a period when he actively
sought to reach a German readership and aimed to influence the Italian
and German regimes’ racial policies.”’

Among other factors, Guénon’s perception of Zoroastrianism as a
relic of the past appears to influence his depiction of the contemporary
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Parsi community as well. While in his published works, he mostly
mentions them in passing as a minority in India, there are some more
extensive passages in his correspondence. In a letter written in Cairo
in 1935, he seems to answer a catalogue of questions by Genty, among
them a couple dealing with Zoroastrianism. Besides mentioning the
idea of several Zarathustras, he further remarks: “[QJuant a I’Aves-
ta, on n’en connait que ce qu’ont conservé les Parsis de I'Inde, et qui
est trés incomplet.””® While the remark is factually correct, Guénon
might have more in mind, as a loss of Tradition in his system is ex-
actly what dooms Western culture. This is spelled out in two letters
to Vasile Lovinescu, written in the following year. Lovinescu was at
this time the leading figure of Romanian Traditionalism and in close
contact with the antisemitic Legion of the Archangel Michael. He was
in search of a way to be initiated in a Traditional religious movement
and Guénon seems to react—among other things—to questions in this
regard; interestingly, he tries to dissuade Lovinescu from involvement
with the Legion.” In the first of the two letters, dating to August 1936,
he remarks:

“The 7th traditional form to be added to those you list is
Mazdeism; but I must say that this does not refer to the Parsis,
who have only preserved more or less incoherent fragments,
although this is all that is usually known as Mazdeism.”'"

It seems like Lovinescu kept asking about the topic. In a letter dated to
November of the same year, Guénon reaffirms the point:

“True Mazdeism now exists only in Turkestan; it has no relation
with the Parsis of India, who have preserved only a few frag-
ments of their tradition (that’s all we know of them in Europe),
and who are generally very ignorant and very ‘modernized.’
It also appears that there are still Mazdeans in Persia itself, in
certain inaccessible parts of the Mazanderan province . . %!

Here, the perspective that was already laid out in the previous letters
is explicated. Guénon disregards the modern Parsi community as cut
off from tradition and too modernized to be a valid source of genuine
initiation. A similar point is made in a letter to Evola written in 1949:

“I don’t know if he [Meher Baba] was ever attached to any reg-
ular initiatic organization, but it seems doubtful to me because
he is a Parsi, as there seems to be nothing of the sort among
the Parsis of India, who have only preserved very incomplete
fragments of their tradition (I say the Parsis of India, because
those of Central Asia have quite different knowledge, although
they keep it very hidden).”'%?

Interestingly, a view similar to this is also found in Theosophical pub-
lications on Zoroastrianism. Henry Steel-Olcott (1832—1907), one of
the founding figures of the Theosophical Society, complains of the
materialism of large parts of the Parsi community. In the introduction
to the collected volume Zoroastrianism in the Light of Theosophy, he
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writes:

“Of all the grand old religions, Zoroastrianism, or Mazdanism,
is until now in worst case. To this deplorable fact various causes
have contributed. Among these, the destruction of the Persian
Empire and the upheaval of its social order by military conquer-
ors . . . the ruthless destruction of temples, religious books and
libraries . . . and the deadening effect on the exiles of a policy
of eager money-getting, with neglect of spiritual teachers and

teachings . . . and the placing of worldly success and worldly
honours above all other subjects of endeavour, are to be borne
in mind . . . [A]t the same time, it rejoices my heart to see as

any one may in the essays which comprise the present volume
that some of the best Parsi thinkers have begun to apply to their
religion the key of Theosophy, and found that it lets them into
various obscure chambers of their temple.”!*

We see a very similar perspective to Guénon’s—with one difference.
While in Guénon’s system, a religion that has lost its connection to
Tradition is lost, i.e., an invalid source of initiation, in the Theosoph-
ical system, there is rescue, of course: Theosophy itself, as the key to
lost religious truths to be found in scriptures and rituals.

This short survey shows that Traditionalist perceptions of Zoro-
astrianism differ significantly from more classical conceptions found
in the history of esotericism. Remarkably, neither Evola nor Guénon
seem to show much interest in the figure of Zarathustra. Still, we see
a surprising amount of talking points in Guénon, most likely derived
from Theosophy and through Guénon’s influence also in the works
of Evola, who especially reacted to and incorporated academic pub-
lications in his writings. Comparing the thoughts of these two Tra-
ditionalists shows how the role of Zoroastrianism shifts according to
the importance of racial doctrine and its perceived role in the history
of Traditional religion. From here, further investigations could focus
on the influence Traditionalism had on depictions of Zoroastrianism
in scientific works; for instance, those of Mircea Eliade, who was in
correspondence with Evola and Guénon,'* and who picks up, e.g., the
conception of the Alborz Mountain as a mystical center of the world,
which Guénon had already discussed in Le roi du monde.'

Concluding Remarks
The study of Zoroastrianism stands to gain significant insights from
engagement with the study of esotericism. This includes the lessons to
be learned from its historical development as an academic discipline.
As we have seen, it is crucial to exercise caution when employing the
term “esotericism” as an analytical concept without due reflection. Al-
though scholarly debates on this matter persist, it is ill-advised to rein-
troduce the concept within a typological or religionist framework, as
the limitations and challenges associated with such an approach have
become evident in the analysis of Shaked’s and Russell’s influential
articles.

Nevertheless, engaging with research focused on premodern
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materials can provide valuable tools for formulating novel heuristic
approaches to the study of Zoroastrianism, thereby opening fresh
perspectives. The investigation of revelatory knowledge claims, par-
ticularly those linked to divinatory rituals, has broadened the horizons
of inquiry through the recognition of their interconnectedness with
questions concerning mediality. There seems to be no exoteric/esoteric
binary at play but rather a complex relationship with other knowledge
claims and mediality. As a result, it seems more appropriate to speak
here of ritual knowledge claims in order to differentiate the concept
from the term “revelatory knowledge claims,” which is very much tied
to the esoteric discourse.

By expanding our examination to encompass the global history
of esotericism, commencing from the nineteenth century, we can ex-
plore the intermingling of discourses and uncover intriguing correla-
tions between diverse discursive fields. Through this, we can enhance
our comprehension of how images of Zarathustra and Zoroastrianism
are constructed and appropriated across different esoteric currents and
how modern Zoroastrians engaged in the global exchanges, shaping
the emergence of esotericism in the nineteenth century. In this chrono-
logical framework, Zoroastrian esotericism is clearly a tangible con-
cept, e.g., in its connection to Theosophy or, as Mariano Errichiello
was able to show, its own esoteric movements.

The case of Traditionalism is an illustrative example, demon-
strating how conceptions of history, race, and spiritual practice in the
twentieth century influenced discourses surrounding Zoroastrianism.
Hereby it became evident how Guénon, who had publicly positioned
himself as an aggressive opponent of the Theosophical Society, none-
theless displayed a strong reliance on Theosophical discourses.

By embracing this multidisciplinary approach and engaging with a
wide range of scholarly perspectives and diverse sources, we can illu-
minate new dimensions of Zoroastrianism that transcend conventional
disciplinary boundaries. While speaking of pre-modern Zoroastrian
esotericism seems—from the perspective taken here—of somewhat
questionable heuristic use, engaging with concepts from the study of
esotericism can open new perspectives on well-known material. Be-
yond that, the engagement between Zoroastrianism and esotericism
from the nineteenth century onwards in all its complexity still holds a
lot of potential for further research. In continuing this line of inquiry,
we deepen our understanding of the intricate complexities inherent
within Zoroastrianism and the multifaceted pictures of it found in di-
verse global discourses, situating it within a broader cultural and his-
torical context.
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he connection between American Transcendentalism and the bro-

ader field of “Zoroastrian esotericism” lies mostly in the reception
and interpretation of the religion by two of its leading New England
advocates, Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803—-1883) and Amos Bronson Al-
cott (1799—1888). Both attended the so-called Transcendentalist Club,
which was initially established in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in late
1836 to introduce a more experiential approach to discourse about re-
ligion. Meetings thereafter were held at members’ homes in Boston.
Participants, including several local Unitarian ministers, were particu-
larly interested in the Romanticism inherent in the works of contem-
porary German philosophers, such as Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) and
Georg W. F. Hegel (1770—-1831), and European literati including Johann
W. von Goethe (1749-1832) and Samuel T. Coleridge (1772—-1834). The
esoteric reading of the Zoroastrian religion and its founder that so ap-
pealed to the New England Transcendentalists finds particular con-
text in European Romantic poetry and story, which often appropriated
obscure figures from the past to transport readers to new visions of
the present, albeit tinged with the orientalist biases of the time. For
Americans and Europeans educated in the liberal arts, the prime in-
troduction to an “Eastern” work that explored what could be termed a
“Romantic” view of nature was a classical Sanskrit drama by Kalid-
asa, which was translated first into Latin then English by Sir William
Jones (1746—1794). Jones’s English translation of Sacontala, or the Fa-
tal Ring, initially published in Calcutta in 1789, then quickly reprodu-
ced by European presses, including a German translation by George
Foster (1754—1794) in 1791, exposed Western readers to mythological
and epic themes that would have been unfamiliar to them from a clas-
sroom study of Greek and Roman texts, such as Herodotus, Xenophon,
Caesar, or Virgil.

Subsequent works by European authors such as Goethe became
seminal in introducing Eastern languages, literary forms, and symbo-
lism to a wider western audience, including those in North America.
Although Goethe’s reading interests included travelogues and histories
relating to the whole of Asia, as then known, it seems that Persian
literature appealed to him more than that of India, despite his endu-
ring admiration for both Kalidasa’s play and its eponymous heroine.
Goethe’s awareness of Iranian mythical history and religion was not
restricted to the Islamic period, nor confined to the poetry of Hafez
through Joseph von Hammer’s German translation (which he first read
in 1814). References in Goethe’s diary entries between January and
May of 1815 inform us that he knew Jean Chardin’s Voyages en Perse
and had borrowed from the library Sa’adi’s Gulistan, von Hammer’s
Die Fundgruben des Orients (“Treasures of the Orient”), volume 1 of
Heinrich Friedrich von Diez’s Denkwiirdigkeiten von Asien (“Memo-
ires of Asia”), and the latter’s translation from Persian of the Qabus-
nameh as Das Buch des Kabus.!

Goethe’s West-dstlicher Divan (1819), named after the collection
of poems (Pers. divan) by Hafez, furthered the use of themes relating
to Iranian myth and lyric that had first been introduced into German
literature through Christoph Martin Wieland’s Dschinnistan.?> The
author’s Noten und Abhandlungen (“Notes and Essays”) attached to
the Divan, includes a commentary on the “Ancient Persians” (Altere
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Perser) in which Goethe explains some of their religious customs
and practices, with reference to Zoroaster as reforming an “original
pure natural religion” into an elaborate cult.® The eleventh section of
West-ostlicher Divan develops some of the themes that Goethe drew
from his understanding of the ancient Iranian belief system,; it is titled
Parsi Nameh, Buch des Parsen (“Book of the Parsis”) with a subtitle
“Vermichtnis altpersischen Glaubens” (“Testament of Old Persian Fai-
th”). In this “Parsi book,” Goethe, in company with earlier European
Enlightenment literati and contemporary Romantic poets, depicts an
early natural religion, which emphasizes all the elements of the wor-
1d, including humanity, as manifesting a divine existence and power
(cf. Parsi Nameh, 11. 37-52). The notion that religion evolved through
the human experience of the natural world, as also from an intuitive
perception of truth that is not bound to religious doctrine or authority,
placed human reasoning above prophetic revelation. In his Essai sur
les Moeurs (1756), Voltaire had succinctly summarized the view that
the ancient Persian Zoroaster was the first of all philosophers to teach
humans what they already knew in their hearts.* In this respect, Zo-
roaster was construed as the epitome of natural religion, and a model
for moral philosophers through the ages. Goethe comments on the An-
cient Persians: “Such a delicate religion, founded on the ever-present
God in his works in the world of the senses, must exercise its own
influence on morals [or manners; Ger. Sitten].”

Goethe’s Parsi Nameh develops the notion of an immanent God
working in the world of the senses; he writes of the splendour of the
rising sun which is greater than a king with all his jewels, since it is
the light within which God is enthroned (Parsi Nameh, 11. 5-20).° The
Notes refer to a “baptism in fire” (Feuertaufe) in explanation of the po-
em’s allusion to the immersion of the new-born child in the fiery rays
of the sun (Feuerbade: Parsi Nameh, 11. 29-31).” The concept of the
sun’s light reflecting “le feu d’Ormusd” (“the fire of Ohrmazd”) would
have been familiar from Anquetil Duperron’s publication.® Human
mirroring of this divine sunlike splendor is a theme that had featured
in Mozart and Schikaneder’s singspiel Die Zauberfiéte, in which the
protagonist Sarastro (Zoroaster), a Masonic high priest of the Temple
of Wisdom, is the antithesis of the Queen of the Night, who is “ba-
nished by the brilliance of the sun” (Die Zauberflote 11.20).° At the
end of the opera, the entire stage set is transformed into a sun, with
Sarastro standing in an elevated position as he utters the triumphant
words, “Die Strahlen der Sonne vertreiben die Nacht, Zernichten der
Heuchler erschlichene Macht” (“The rays of the sun drive out the night
[and] crush the fraudulently- obtained power of the hypocrite”; Die
Zauberflote 11.30).1°

Goethe later refers to the remnant “Parsi” religion in Persia, as
“still persevering here and there in its primitive purity, even in deso-
late nooks” and as having brought much good through the ages." The
ascription of an innate morality and wisdom to the ancient Persian
religion is revisited by the Transcendentalists in their presentation of
Zoroaster and Zoroastrian text.
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Early Transcendentalist Encounters with Zoroastrian Texts
Although Goethe drew his awareness of Persian history and culture
from his wide range of readings, it is not known whether he had come
across Thomas Hyde’s magnum opus, Historia religionis veterum Per-
sarum (1700), which endured throughout the eighteenth century as a
popular summary of the “Persian religion.” Hyde referred to Arabic,
Hebrew, Persian, and Syriac texts as well as Classical sources, but had
no access to Avestan or Pahlavi texts, since these were as yet unde-
ciphered by Europeans. By the time the Transcendentalist movement
was underway, however, it was possible for European and American
intellectuals to bring Greek philosophy into conversation with San-
skrit and ancient Iranian religious texts. The comparison resulted in
the perception that the older Eastern sources promoted the same uni-
versal truths of later thinkers. This view was epitomized in the lectu-
res and publications of the Transcendentalists, particularly of Ralph
Waldo Emerson.

Emerson’s approach to religion was initially influenced by his fa-
ther, William Emerson (1769—-1811), who was a Unitarian minister in
Boston, and by his scholarly aunt, Mary Moody Emerson (1774—1863).
Both senior Emersons were intrigued by Indian thought and culture.'?
As a regular contributor to the local literary journal Monthly Antholo-
gy and Boston Review, Revd. Emerson would have had instant access,
in the June-December volume of 1805, to its publication of the first act
of Jones’s translation of Sakuntald. The younger Emerson would have
initially encountered adherents of the “Persian religion” through his
study of the classics at Boston Public Latin School and then at Harvard
College, where he also came across a tale of the “ancient Fire Wor-
shippers of Persia” when he borrowed Irish author Thomas Moore’s
Lalla Rookh: An Oriental Romance from the Boston Library Society
in 1819 and again the following year."* The third story of Lalla Rookh,
entitled “The Fire Worshippers,” was allegedly based “on the fierce
struggle between the Ghebers or ancient Fire-Worshippers of Persia,
and their haughty Muslim masters,” but Moore acknowledged that this
was a surrogate trope to address the struggles of the Irish under Bri-
tish rule. Although Moore referenced Anquetil’s Zend-Avesta, such
deliberate deployment of ancient history as an analogy for the present
required no primary knowledge of the Zoroastrian religion, since its
purpose was to serve as a literary cipher.

Emerson and other Transcendentalists also conceived Zoroaster as
a cipher in corroboration of their own understanding of enlightenment.
Responding, somewhat disingenuously, to a letter from his aunt in the
late spring of 1822 concerning her researches into the Hindu religion,
Emerson wrote: “One is apt to lament over indolence and ignorance,
when we read some of those sanguine students of the Eastern antiqui-
ties, who seem to think that all the books of knowledge, and all the
wisdom of Europe twice told, lie hidden in the treasure of the Bramins
and the volumes of Zoroaster. When I lie dreaming on the possible
contents of pages, as dark to me as the characters on the Seal of So-
lomon, I console myself with calling it learning’s El Dorado.”"> From
this early period, Emerson sought beyond both romanticized myth and
close reading of doctrine, to discern the latent meaning.

As astudent in his last year at Harvard, Emerson borrowed Edward
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Gibbon’s History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. The
first of the six volumes comments on Persian rule and religion, inclu-
ding the remark that under the Parthians and then the Macedonians
“the memory of Zoroaster, the ancient prophet and philosopher of the
Persians was still revered in the East.”'® In Emerson’s diary, which he
began at the age of sixteen and later published as his Journals, among
the books quoted from or referred to in the years 18201821 is listed
“Zendavesta, (apud Gibbon).”"” The tally also includes Montesquieu’s
Lettres persanes (1721), an early European pseudo-Oriental tale sati-
rizing current French beliefs and social structure but portraying the
“most ancient” religion of Persia with sympathy, as expounded in the
book of the “law-giver (législateur) Zoroastre,” which enlightened tho-
se who read it “without prejudice.”®

Emerson seems to have been drawn to Gibbon’s outline of the Zo-
roastrian religious system of belief, which emphasized the two prin-
ciples, as understood through Anquetil-Duperron’s Zend-Avesta and
Thomas Hyde’s older, Latin treatise.” Gibbon described how internal
schisms had arisen concerning “the obsolete and mysterious language
in which the Zendavesta was composed” and the many sects that di-
sputed the basic teachings of the religion. He had earlier noted the dif-
ference between Zend as “ancient idiom” and Pehlvi (Pahlavi), as “the
language of the commentary,” which “though much more modern, has
ceased to be a living tongue.”* In keeping with western scholarship of
the time, Gibbon’s use of the misnomer Zendavesta derives from the
then prevalent misunderstanding that zand referred not to the “living”
(Pers. zendeh) Avesta, but to its Pahlavi commentary (Phl. zand).”!
Anquetil had understood the phrase to mean “living speech.” In a la-
ter volume of his work, Gibbon ascribed “the Zend or Pazend of the
Ghebers [Zoroastrians in Iran]” as being “reckoned by themselves, or
at least by the Mahometans, among the books which Abraham recei-
ved from heaven; and their religion is honourably styled the religion
of Abraham.”?* According to Gibbon, the resolution of the sectarian
schisms concerning the teachings of the religion took place under Ar-
taxerxes, who had formed a council of all the priests of the realm for
this purpose: it was only through the reporting of “intimate conferen-
ces with the deity” by “Erdaviraph” (Phl. Arda Wiraz and often read
as Arda Viraf in Pers.), one of the last seven remaining learned and
pious Magi, that “the articles of the faith of Zoroaster were fixed with
equal authority and precision.”? Here, the original texts of the religion
are presented as authoritative, but arcane, their import lost through the
passage of time, but later (re-)clarified through the reporting of a vision
by the “righteous” Wiraz.

Such deliberations on the authority of religious teaching and texts
apparently resonated with Emerson: after leaving college, he continued
to synthesize elements from his readings, thoughts, and experiences,
until he arrived at his own vision of the indwelling God, expressed
by the phrase “God in thee” in a poem of 1831 titled Grothi Seau-
ton (“Know Thyself™). Just over a decade after Emerson’s initial en-
counter with the “faith of Zoroaster,” as summarized by Gibbon, he
came across volume thirty-seven of the Histoire de [’Académie des
Inscriptions et Belles Lettres . . . avec les mémoires de Littérature
(Paris, 1774), which contained Anquetil Duperron’s précis of the re-
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ligion: “Exposition du systéme théologique des Perses, tiré des livres
Zend, Pehlevis et Parsis.” Emerson transcribed two full pages from
this text, which he had borrowed from the Boston Athenaeum on April
18, 1832.* His journal entry for that day reads: “Strange poem is Zo-
roastrism [sic]. It is a system as separate and harmonious and sublime
as Swedenborgianism—congruent . . . One would be glad to behold
the truth which they all shadow forth . . . One sees in this, and in them
all, the element of poetry according to [Francis] Jeffrey’s true theory,
the effect produced by making everything outward only a sign of so-
mething inward: Plato’s forms or ideas which seem almost tantamount
to the Ferouers [ frauuasis] of Zoroaster.”*

The “poetry” that Emerson identified as inherent in all religions,
and the means through which inner reality or truth is illuminated, was,
he felt, exemplified in the Zoroastrian concept of “Fire, the sun of Or-
muzd.” Like Plato’s forms, Emerson understood, through his reading
of Anquetil Duperron, that this concept of fire represented “though
imperfectly, the original fire which animates all beings, forms the re-
lations which exist between them and which in the beginning was a
principle of union between Ormuzd and Time-sans-bornes [‘without
limit’].”* The encapsulation of such an ontological scheme through
what he termed the “fictions” of “elemental theories” and “primeval
allegories” nonetheless seemed to Emerson to bring humans nearer to
“divine truth” than “less pretending prose.”?’

Zoroaster, the perceived promulgator of such “fictions”—albeit
transmitted via the biased and incomplete translations of Western
scholars—was identified by Emerson as an early exemplar of the “al-
leged Light, or Conscience, or Spirit, [which] takes different names
in every new receiver.”*® This allusion comes from a lecture given in
early 1835 by Emerson, which focused on a much later embodiment of
such illumination—the English religious dissenter, George Fox. The
latter’s reliance on “inner light” and a personal experience of the di-
vine was at the heart of the revivalist movement known as “Quakeri-
sm,” which became the Society of Friends. The Friends’ conviction
that all are capable of experiencing the divine nature of the universe,
and that God speaks to all who listen and who are open to receive such
messages, seems to have resonated with Emerson’s own conception of
each person’s intuitive ability to discern religious truths. He postulated
that the same internal principle that led “Zoroaster of Persia” to divine
truth could be found in the enlightened teachings of other ancient sa-
ges: “Confucius in China, Orpheus in Greece, Numa in Italy, Manco
Capac in Peru all asserted it. In terms and manner more remarkable
Moses and Jesus in Palestine averred the same thing and an unbroken
chain of witnesses ever since conspire in the same testimony.”” Given
this construction of a perennial “unbroken chain,” Emerson postulated
that each individual who so determined could commune with the divi-
ne. In an essay on “Self-Reliance,” he declared: “ “To the persevering
mortal,” said Zoroaster, ‘the blessed Immortals are swift.” ¥

Because truth so acquired was timeless, it was also, paradoxical-
ly, always new. In his article “Inspiration” in Letters and Social Aims
(1875), Emerson wrote: “The raptures of goodness are as old as history
and new with this morning’s sun. The legends of Arabia, Persia and
India are of the same complexion as the Christian. Socrates, Menu
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[Manu], Confucius, Zertusht [Zoroaster]|—we recognize in all of them
the ardor to solve the hints of thought . . /' Emerson and other Tran-
scendentalists recognized no proprietary rights of these original tea-
chers to the “old worships” that they promulgated, which easily “do-
mesticate themselves in the mind” and in which he found no antiquity,
claiming: “They are mine as much as theirs.”*?

An entry in Bronson Alcott’s journal for 1839 declares that such
enduring truths should not only be accessible to the learned elite, but
to all. During an afternoon with Emerson, Alcott had proposed that
English readers should be exposed to the works of the great minds
of the past: “Confucius, Zoroaster, Paracelsus, Galen, Plato, Bruno,
Behmen [Boehme], Plotinus, More, Swedenborg etc. should be in the
hands of every earnest scholar of the Soul. Had I the means, I should
like to collect these works and set scholars into translating them into
our tongue . . . We should have access to the truth through the purest
channels.”® Alcott’s idea was to bring together all significant religions
and philosophies into a “world Bible” that would transcend its compo-
nent parts and unfurl its mysteries—its “truth”—to all.

A Zoroastrian Esoteric Text comes to Boston
In the Spring of 1836, as the Transcendentalist movement was taking
shape as a distinctive reaction within—and then challenge to—the
Unitarian congregations of New England, Emerson borrowed Anque-
til Duperron’s three-volume Zend-Avesta from the Boston Athena-
eum.* But when he came to choose a representative Zoroastrian “Eth-
nical Scripture” to include in The Dial, the Transcendentalist journal
of which he was now the editor, Emerson did not opt for Anquetil’s
translations of parts of either the Avesta or the Pahlavi Bundahisn with
its detailed Zoroastrian cosmogony and cosmography. Instead, he re-
produced a selection of extracts that he himself had arranged from
the English translation of a pseudo-Zoroastrian mystical work of the
Kayvani sect, titled The Desatir (Pers. Dasdtir-e asmani, “Heavenly
Regulations).* This work was considered by some contemporary Zo-
roastrians in both Iran and India, as also by European scholars, to be
an authoritative scripture. Jonathan Duncan (1756—1811), the British
governor of Bombay, who began the English translation at the behest
of the city’s leading Parsi Zoroastrian priest, Mulla Firuz (d. 1830),
considered it to be an authentic Zoroastrian text.’® In his preface to
the 1818 publication, Mulla Firuz quotes William Jones’s words from
decades earlier, after the latter had encountered reference to Dasdatir-e
asmani in an extract translated from Dabistan-e mazaheb (“School of
Doctrines,” another Kayvani work): “The primeval religion of Iran,
if we rely on the authorities adduced by Mohsan Fani [the attributed
author of Dabistan] was that which Newton calls the oldest (and it may
justly be called the noblest) of all religions.”*” Jones’s affirmation, and
his summary of that old, noble religion and its primary sources, as he
understood them, influenced the western perception of Zoroastrianism
well into the following century.

On publication, however, both the rendition into modern Persian of
the “heavenly” “Mahabadian’-language text and its Persian commen-
tary, as also its English translation, were castigated by some as spe-
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cious.*® Those Parsis who accepted The Desatir as genuine, however,
used it to reinterpret the religion in the light of the “hidden” doctrine
that it expounded. There were a number of British subscribers to the
publication in both India and Britain, and copies soon made their way
to English ports.”” Emerson does not seem to have come across the
work, however, during his foray to England in 1833. Although he met
with William Wordsworth at Rydal Mount in the Lake District and
would have been familiar with the latter’s long poem Excursion in
which the figure of “the Persian” modelled a romantic view of ancient
Persian religion based on Herodotus’s account, there is no indication of
any mutual awareness of The Desatir.*

Emerson seems to have received his English translation copy of
The Desatir from Britain via Amos Bronson Alcott (1799-1888). It is
not known how Alcott obtained the book, but it may have come from
one of the 50 English subscribers to the publication. It is likely that
some of the social reformers who shared Alcott’s utopian ideals were
among these subscribers, such as the business journalist Charles Lane
(1800-1870), who was the editor and manager of The London Mercan-
tile Price Current. This news sheet listed produce prices from around
the world, including the East Indies, as well as East India ships that
had recently arrived at British ports. Lane and his ten-year-old son
sailed to America with Alcott on the Leland in October 1842, where he
purchased farmland in Harvard, Massachusetts, and co-founded with
Alcott the short-lived Fruitlands community. Lane’s letters between
18421851 mention his acquaintance with Ralph Waldo Emerson and
Margaret Fuller and contain a couple of direct correspondences to
Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862).*! In an essay on “English Refor-
mers” which featured in The Dial of October 1842, Emerson referred
to Lane as “a man of a fine intellectual nature, inspired and hallowed
by a profounder faith. . . . This is no man of letters, but a man of ideas.
Deep opens below deep in his thought, and for the solution of each
new problem he recurs, with new success, to the highest truth, to that
which is most generous, most simple, and most powerful; to that which
cannot be comprehended, or overseen, or exhausted. His words come
to us like the voices of home out of a far country.”* This homage to
Lane’s profundity of faith and thought, and recourse to “the highest
truth” which is ever present but never fully grasped, reflects Emerson’s
conviction that for the “self-helping man” who holds to his own path,
without regard for the approval of others, “all doors are flung wide . . .

Emerson obviously considered himself to be one such “self-hel-
ping man,” adhering to his own selection and interpretation of reli-
gious texts. Despite the fact that some scholars of the period doubted
the authenticity of The Desatir, Emerson claimed that he was indif-
ferent as to whether it or the “Zendavesta” were “genuine antiques
or modern counterfeits,” since he was “only concerned with the good
sentences,” recognizing all truth to be timeless and eternally relevant
no matter their source “whether an hour or five centuries, whether it
first shot into the mind of Adam or your own.”**

The information in Emerson’s “Preliminary Notes” to his se-
lections from The Desatir for the “Ethnical Scriptures” section of The
Dial in July 1843 is taken directly from Mulla Firuz’s original Engli-
sh-language Preface. Emerson comments that the work “professes to
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be a collection of the writings of the different Persian prophets, being
fifteen in number, of whom Zerdusht or Zoroaster was the thirteenth,
and ending with the fifth Sasan, who lived in the time of Chosroes,
contemporary with the Emperor Heraclius.”® This framing of The
Desatir as a compilation of works by an otherwise unattested line of
“Persian prophets” is reproduced without question by Emerson, who
accepts Mulla Firuz’s attribution of William Jones as the first to draw
attention to the book in England in his second volume of A4siatic Re-
searches.*®

Emerson’s introductory paragraph concludes with the statement
that “the book was afterwards translated from the Persian by Mr. Dun-
can, Governor of Bombay and by Mulla Firuz bin Kaus, a Hindoo . . .*#
This astonishing misidentification of Mulla Firuz’s religious affiliation
may be ascribed perhaps to his designation as “Mulla,” although this
was generally a Muslim, not Hindu, honorific for a religious leader.
(In Mulla Firuz’s case, it is thought that the honorific was bestowed
on his father and himself during an extended visit to Iran, when they
immersed themselves in Arabic and Persian, as well as Avestan and
Pahlavi).*® The error in religious ascription indicates that Emerson was
not particularly concerned to discover anything further about contem-
porary adherents of the Zoroastrian religion. His interest lay in disco-
vering how their “scriptures” supported his own understanding of the
human condition.* This approach, particularly his selection and reor-
ganization of some of the material in The Desatir, reiterates Emerson’s
own concept of the role of personal intuition in transcending received
forms of wisdom. Within the Transcendentalists’ universalist scheme,
there was no impetus to meet actual adherents of other faiths since all
truths could be gleaned through “self-culture.” In an essay penned in
1841, Emerson wrote: “It is for want of self-culture that the supersti-
tion of Travelling . . . retains its fascination for all educated Americans
... The soul is no traveller; the wise man stays at home.”* Such an
attitude may be said to be in keeping with the orientalist biases of the
time, implicitly promoting European intellectual superiority over the
contemporary “Asian Other,” while extolling the ageless wisdom of
their ancient predecessors.

Emerson’s presentation of “Extracts from The Desatir” introduces
re-arranged passages from the book under six generic headings of his
own devising: “Litany;” “The prophet;” “Mezdam [Ahura Mazda, as
rendered in the English Desatir] the first cause, speaks to the worship-
per;” “The heavens;” “Morals;” and “Of Writing.” The last section in-
cludes seven consecutive sentences from the presumed writings of the
“Prophet Zirtusht,” but for the other five extracts, Emerson combined
passages from several of The Desatir’s “books” to create his own eso-
teric rendition of this pseudo-Zoroastrian illuminationist work. These
extracts from the work promoted its popularity among his fellow Tran-
scendentalists. A letter from Margaret Fuller to Emerson on Novem-
ber 17, 1844, notes that she has his copy: “The Desatir I want to keep
awhile for Sunday reading. 1 will not keep it always.”! It may be that
Emerson’s restructuring of this putative Zoroastrian text, as of transla-
tions of other Eastern scriptures, made their ideas more accessible to
the predominantly Christian readership of The Dial >

That the discussion of “Oriental Literature” was also beginning to
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be of broad academic interest is evidenced from the formation of the
American Oriental Society (AOS) at Harvard in 1842 by John Picke-
ring, a scholar of Arabic and other Near-Eastern languages. The AOS
is the oldest such society in America dedicated to a specific field of
scholarship, and Emerson became a member.” The society’s focus on
the scholarly analysis of all “Eastern” texts, including, at an early sta-
ge, Persian cuneiform and Indian Buddhism, contrasted with the “Sun-
day readings” mentioned by Margaret Fuller in connection with her
borrowing of Emerson’s copy of The Desatir. The “readings” refers to
the regular meetings for constructive, creative analysis of the literary
extracts, as well as essay topics, which were reproduced in The Dial.

The Sacred Books of Mankind
In 1849 Amos Bronson Alcott formalized these sessions into “Sun-
day Readings and Conversations,” a public forum at which he envisa-
ged segments from the ‘Sacred Books of Mankind’ being read, “with
interpretations and original teachings interspersed.”** The meetings
were to be open to those “disposed to give hospitable entertainment
to the words of illuminated Mind of all times.” One of the ten works
recommended to Alcott for the course by the Unitarian minister of
Boston’s Church of the Disciples, James Freeman Clarke, was “The
Zendavesta.” Alcott’s purpose in promoting these moments of “ho-
spitable entertainment” was expressed in a diary entry for February
12, 1851: “A few texts, very few, will serve, and more than serve, for
the Readings. Of all Mind, Zoroaster, whether he were one or several,
a real or mythological Personage, is the more occult and astral of my
cycle, doubled and opening into a third in Goethe—the void-mind,
mythology and history alike twisted into the web of his Genius, and
himself but the spokesman of the Fate that ruled him.”*

Another work recommended by Clarke “to be sought at the [Bo-
ston] Athenaeum” was “Firdusi.”® Early English translations of parts
of the New Persian S@h Nameh, including excerpts by William Jones,
proclaimed its author, Firdausi, as “the Persian Homer” and it is in this
guise that Emerson recognizes the author of the “annals of the fabu-
lous and heroic kings of the country” as rivalling the ancient Greek
epic.”” Alcott’s search for other “Sacred Books” from the Athenaecum
library led him not only to several works about or ascribed to Confu-
cius, but also to Isaac Preston Cory’s translation of “The Oracles of
Zoroaster,” which he declared to be “superior to [Thomas| Stanley’s
or Thomas Taylor’s.”® In his Society and Solitude of 1870, Emerson’s
own recommendation of “the best” books of the East included “After
the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures, which constitute the sacred books
of Christendom . . . the Desatir of the Persians, and the Zoroastrian
Oracles.” That he makes no reference to any Avestan or Pahlavi wor-
ks reflects Emerson’s opinion that—at least with regards to non-Bibli-
cal text—he must choose those “good sentences” that resonate with
his own sense of the sacred. After spending the evening with Emerson
in mid-August 1866, Alcott wrote in his journal that the two were in
agreement that “Oriental scriptures are to be given to the people along
with the Hebrew books, as a means of freeing their faith from Hebrew
superstition.”® A similar sentiment had been expressed by Henry Da-
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vid Thoreau (1817-1862) in Walden, when he wrote: “That age will be
rich indeed when those relics which we call Classics, and the still older
and more than classic but even less known Scriptures of the nations,
shall have still further accumulated, when the Vaticans shall be filled
with Vedas and Zendavestas and Bibles, with Homers and Dantes and
Shakespeares, and all the centuries to come shall have successively
deposited their trophies in the forum of the world. By such a pile we
may hope to scale heaven at last.”!

The Oracula Chaldaica, translated as “Chaldean or Chaldaic
Oracles” had been popular from late antiquity through the mediae-
val period into the Renaissance. These mystical poems of purported
divine origin contained religious concepts central to various classical
philosophies, including Platonic, neo-Pythagorean, and Stoic teachin-
gs, along with some Persian elements.®> They introduce such topics
as the Gnostic idea of the freeing of the soul from its captivity within
the human being so that it could be reunited with God. Although Ge-
orge Gemistos Pletho (c. 1355—1452) had attributed authorship of the
Chaldean Oracles to the Zoroastrian magi, giving them the prestige of
antiquity and “Eastern” wisdom, and a sixteenth-century manuscript
of Michael Psellus’s commentary had referred to them as “the sayings
of Zoroaster,” there are no grounds for their association with Zoroaster
or the Persian magi.®® Pletho did not formally attribute the Oracles to
Zoroaster but promoted the latter as the most ancient legislator and
sage who revealed “the truth concerning divine matters” to the Medes,
Persians, and other ancient “Asian” peoples.** This notion that “the
truth concerning divine matters” was first revealed to and by Zoroaster
was a trope that held appeal for the Transcendentalists, as later for the
Theosophists.” Emerson presented his extracts “of all the sentences
ascribed to Zoroaster” from Taylor’s edition of “The Oracles of Zoro-
aster and The Theurgists” in The Dial’s “Ethnical Scripture” selection
for April 1844.% Thoreau subsequently referred to “sublime senten-
ces, [such] as the Chaldaean oracles of Zoroaster, still surviving after
a thousand revolutions and translations, alone make us doubt if the
poetic form and dress are not transitory, and not essential to the most
effective and enduring expression of thought.”’

Whereas Emerson saw a confirmation of his own notion of uni-
versal truth expressed in some ancient Indian, Iranian, and Chinese
religious texts, which might galvanize a reconsideration of Christian
belief and practice, Thoreau approached the Indian spiritual traditions
differently, recognizing that they offered alternative truths to received
western forms of religion, particularly doctrinaire Christianity. Both
addressed the implications of these Eastern texts and their teachings
in their own way. For Emerson this meant reproducing his own ver-
sion of their literature as a means to self-transcendence; he was more
interested in “the blasting light of mysticism,” rather than form and
ritual.®® Thoreau, on the other hand, was drawn to the asceticism of
these religions and its practical application, trying for a time “to live
out the Laws of Manu on the shores of Walden.”®

Prompted by his own attempt to assimilate Eastern religions—and
their sages—as a present, lived reality for himself, Thoreau felt that
all should experience the thrill of the “noble sentiment of the oldest
books,” including the Zendavesta, which is “wafted down to us on
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the breeze of time, through the aisles of innumerable ages” and which
“by its very nobleness . . . is made near and audible to us.””® Thore-
au wrote of Zoroaster, along with other teachers, including Socrates,
Christ, and Shakespeare, as one of “our astronomers”—that is, as one
whose senses had been attuned “to penetrate the spaces of the real, the
substantial, the eternal.””! He hoped that Zoroaster would speak “to
the solitary hired man on a farm in the outskirts of Concord [a town in
Massachusetts],” whose faith drives him to “silent gravity and exclusi-
veness,”’? explaining:

“Zoroaster, thousands of years ago, travelled the same road and
had the same experience; but he, being wise, knew it to be uni-
versal, and treated his neighbors accordingly, and is even said
to have invented and established worship among men. Let him
[the hired man of Concord] humbly commune with Zoroaster
then .. .””

The Transcendentalists’ reading of Zoroaster, as of other “Eastern”
sages, was informed initially by their interest in and access to newly
translated sources regarding the religion and its putative founder.
Emerson’s selection and re-arrangement of passages from The Desatir
was constructed in support of his own understanding of the human
condition and his approach to Christianity. In this respect, he may be
said to have paved the way for the subsequent exploration of esote-
ricism relating to Zoroastrian sources, such as pursued by Madame
Blavatsky and the theosophists, which included many Parsis.
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Introduction
B etween the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the encounter with

colonial modernity had a huge impact on the way Zoroastriani-
sm was understood by its practitioners in India, also known as Parsis.
Having built long-standing ties with the Persianate world and having
been thoroughly exposed to the Western world and compelled by the
proselytising activities of Christian missionaries, Parsis began to pro-
pose different interpretations of Zoroastrianism in a quest for religious
authenticity. Such a plurality of interpretations found its expression in
the printing press which became the space of social debate. Numerous
English and Gujarati publications, supporting either one or the other
religious views on Zoroastrianism, emerged in India. The protagonists
themselves defined some of their interpretive ideas with the English
term “esoteric.” What did they mean by it?

Secondary sources that engage with esotericism and modern Zo-
roastrianism fail to answer this question. Publications that describe the
impact of Freemasonry and the Theosophical Society on Zoroastrians;
the emergence of I/me Ksnum, Pundolism, and the Mazdaznan move-
ment; as well as claims advanced by public figures like Pavel Global,
Meher Master-Moos, and Alexander Bard, among others, constitute
significant contributions to scholarship on modern Zoroastrianism.!
However, they are often informed by a historiographical approach ba-
sed on the diffusionist model and West-East acculturation. As a con-
sequence, the participation of Parsis in these organisations and move-
ments is often framed as the result of a Westernisation process. I also
find it problematic that these organisations, movements, and people
are all situated on the margins of the Zoroastrian community, which is
described as split between orthodoxy and reform. Such a dichotomous
classification of religious communities in colonial India has largely
been problematised by scholars like Nile Green.> This approach, in
effect, perpetrates a Weberian view of society that sees human deve-
lopment as a linear progression and is articulated around binary oppo-
sitions, a legacy of Orientalism.

A publication that provides valuable reflections on the question of
esotericism and modern Zoroastrianism is that of James Russell on my-
sticism and esotericism.> However, the scholar adopts a deductive ap-
proach inspired by a Western connotation of esoteric ideas and practi-
ces. Russell identifies three features (i.e., non-ordinary experiences,
acquisition of special knowledge, and emotional fulfilment) as criteria
to assess the eventual presence of esotericism in Zoroastrianism. This
deductive analysis clearly carries the heavy baggage of “Western” eso-
tericism which does not fit the way modern Zoroastrians understand it,
as this paper shall show.

By combining analysis of primary and secondary sources with
findings of ethnographic research,* this article examines the mea-
ning conferred by Parsis to the term “esotericism” through the study
of their participation in Freemasonry, the Theosophical Society, and
Ilme Ksnum (“Science of Bliss”). As this contribution gives particular
emphasis on the constructivist approach emerging from interdiscipli-
nary research, I adopt Niklas Luhmann’s operational conceptualisa-
tion of first- and second-order categories.” It differs from the emic/etic
distinction, which is common in anthropological literature, inasmuch
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as first-order observers are considered unaware that their production
is being contextualised. Second-order categories are built by putting
first-order insights into perspective. The former thus result from “ob-
servations that observe observations.”® Emic and etic instead refer to
different standpoints. Often equated with insider/outsider perspectives,
they are the result of second-order observations and examine how an
object of knowledge is conceived.’

Given the challenges and limitations of interdisciplinarity, Luh-
mann’s approach seems more appropriate for this article’s endeavours.
The sociohistorical contextualisation provided at the beginning of this
contribution sets the ground to appreciate the extent to which Parsis
were primary actors in modern India, rather than passive recipients of
a Western acculturation. In this vein, I intentionally avoid conceptua-
lising esotericism in order to let it emerge from Parsi “voices.” I then
conclude by proposing a second-order definition of “Parsi esotericism”
in dialogue with scholarship on esotericism.

Parsis, the Persianate World, and Colonial India
In the nineteenth century, while a nationalist discourse was gradually
developing in Iran, India was already central to the colonial intere-
sts of the British. Parsis were influential social actors between these
two worlds. The Zoroastrian religion and myths became pivotal in the
narrative of the glorification of the pre-Islamic past which characte-
rised the Iranian nationalist discourse. Literary works portraying the
allure of an Iranian intellectual supremacy before the Arab conquest
acquired the value of “national artifacts.”® This narrative massively
circulated across the Persianate world, especially in India, through the
significant development of Persian print culture.’

In this context, Parsis harked back to the glory of their ancestry in
Iran. In nineteenth-century India, the activities of the European traders
and later the British Raj furthered a significant transformation in lo-
cal society. Surat and Bombay, the main economic centres of Western
India, became hubs for intellectual exchange. These cities were home
to the largest number of Parsis who rapidly became major players in
international commerce and enjoyed a close relationship with the Bri-
tish. While the ties of Parsis with the Persianate world facilitated the
transition from an Indo-Persianate to a reconstructed pre-Islamic Per-
sian identity, as Daniel Sheffield suggests,' their proximity to colonial
power exposed them to Western customs and forms of knowledge.

In those years, the Zoroastrians of India accumulated great we-
alth, established economic empires, and became pioneers in various
sectors of social and economic life such as shipbuilding, textiles, in-
frastructure, print media, education, and scholarship. When Christian
missionaries began to promote moral and religious activities in India,
they attempted to convert local communities, including the Parsis.
Missionaries described non-Christian religions as irrational and super-
stitious. Likewise, Zoroastrianism and its scriptures became the pre-
ferred ground of contestation for the Scottish missionary John Wilson
(1804—-1875).1

The heterogenous response of Parsis to these attacks exposed their
theological vulnerability, a vulnerability informed by the absence of

Religiographies 58

6
Luhmann, Art, 56.

7

See Russell T. McCutcheon, The Insider/Outsid-
er Problem in the Study of Religion: A Reader
(London: Cassell, 1999); Steven J. Sutcliffe, “The
Emics and Etics of Religion: What We Know, How
We Know It and Why This Matters,” in The Insider
Outsider Debate: New Perspectives in the Study of
Religion, ed. George D. Chryssides and Stephen E.
Gregg (Sheffield: Equinox, 2918), 30-59.

8
Afshin Marashi, Nationalizing Iran: Culture, Pow-
er, and the State, 1870-1940 (Seattle: University of
Washington Press, 2008), 60.

9
Farajollah Ahmadi, “Communication and the
Consolidation of the British Position in the Per-
sian Gulf, 1860s-1914,” Journal of Persianate
Studies 10, no. 1 (2017): 73-86; Abbas Amanat,
Iran: A Modern History (New Haven: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 2017), 319; Marashi, Nationalizing,
57-65; Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi, Refashioning
Iran: Orientalism, Occidentalism and Historiog-
raphy (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 77-123; Reza
Zia-Ebrahimi, “Self-Orientalization and Dislo-
cation: The Uses and Abuses of the ‘Aryan’ Dis-
course in Iran,” Iranian Studies 44, no. 4 (2011):
445-72.

10
Daniel J. Sheffield, “Iran, the Mark of Paradise or
the Land of Ruin?,” in On the Wonders of Land
and Sea: Persianate Travel Writing, ed. Roberta
Micallef and Sunil Sharma (Boston: Ilex Founda-
tion and Center for Hellenic Studies, Trustees for
Harvard University, 2013), 14-43.

11

Teresa Albuquerque, Urbs Prima in Indis: An Ep-
och in the History of Bombay 1840-1865 (New
Delhi: Promilla & Co., 1985), 2, 133-38; Mary
Boyce, Textual Sources for the Study of Zoroastri-
anism (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
1984), 132; Ian Copland, “The Limits of Hegemo-
ny: Elite Responses to Nineteenth-Century Impe-
rial and Missionary Acculturation Strategies in
India,” Comparative Studies in Society and History
49, no. 3 (2007): 637—65; Christine Dobbin, Urban
Leadership in Western India: Politics and Commu-
nities in Bombay City 1840-1885 (London: Oxford
University Press, 1972), 2—-17; Green, Bombay Is-
lam, 105-06; Hinnells, “The Parsis,” 157-72; Bar-
bara D. Metcalf and Thomas R. Metcalf, 4 Concise
History of Modern India (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2006), 44-47; Palsetia, The
Parsis of India, 40, 112; John Wilson, The Parsi
Religion: As Contained in the Zand-Avasta, and
Propounded and Defended by the Zoroastrians of
India and Persia, Unfolded, Refuted, and Contrast-
ed with Christianity (Bombay: American Mission
Press, 1843).

Errichiello



a normative religious authority within the community. What emerged
was a need for religious authenticity that favoured the development of
distinctive and competing interpretations of Zoroastrianism. Elements
of the Iranian nationalist discourse and Western colonial disciplines
served as resources for groups of Parsis to articulate what “authentic”
Zoroastrianism was, often associating antiquity with authenticity in
an Orientalist fashion. Ideas labelled as “esoteric” by Parsis became
resources for emerging claims of authenticity.

Parsis exchanged these resources in “relational spaces” which
were favoured by the colonial enterprise, like Freemasonry and the
Theosophical Society, or established by Parsis themselves, like /lme
Ksnum. The entanglement of Parsis with the West and the Persiana-
te world provided Parsis with the resources to construct truth-claims
offering distinctive interpretations of Zoroastrianism. The emergence
of a plurality of these claims, differentiated based on “hermeneutics,”
gave rise to what I define as a “hermeneutical polyphony.”'?

In the following sections, I analyse the findings of the ethnographic
research I conducted between 2019 and 2023 in India, during which
I met Parsis involved in Freemasonry, Theosophy, and //me Ksnum.
Although access was difficult, I was able to participate in some of their
activities, especially those organised by adherents to llme Ksnum.
Upon request, I anonymised the markers of identification of some par-
ticipants; this is signposted with footnotes.”* The examination of the
sociohistorical drivers behind their participation complements these
sections. Finally, I discuss how modern Parsis developed an esoterici-
sm that could be identified as “Zoroastrian.”

Parsi Freemasons
During my time in India, I found that people taking part in the activi-
ties of masonic lodges rarely like to speak publicly about their affilia-
tion. A few Parsis I met disclosed their “initiation into the Craft” only
after some time. Even after having revealed this, their answers to my
questions were often evasive. This observation forced me to reconsi-
der my positionality and the expectations about the researcher/partici-
pants dynamic. The sensation of “being assessed” gradually emerging
in me was counterbalanced by the impression that Parsi Freemasons
enjoyed being perceived as holders of unutterable truths. Such a layer
of secrecy and concealment, however, was not entirely unexpected as
it has historically characterised the brotherhood and esotericism in its
Western contours, as Jessica Harland-Jacobs and Kocku von Stuckrad
suggest.'*

After several attempts, I succeeded in setting up a meeting with
Yazad Mehta,” a Parsi Freemason from Mumbai. This was possible
through the referral of a common acquaintance, a Parsi Freemason
herself, whom I had known for a few years. Such a “referral mode”
echoes the way the brotherhood invites new members for initiation,
transcending the fieldwork’s boundaries and reverting the asymmetry
between researcher and participant. I met Yazad on a Wednesday in a
Starbucks in Bandra, a residential neighbourhood of Mumbai popular
among Bollywood stars. However, with the recent establishment of the
Bandra Kurla Complex, Bandra is shifting from being a residential
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area to one of the main corporate centres of the city.

We met at 6pm, right after Yazad finished work at his office job.
While savouring an iced Frappuccino, he shared the story of his initia-
tion into Freemasonry. Yazad joined the brotherhood because he thou-
ght it was the ideal place to pursue his quest for hidden truths. In fact,
the popular reputation of Freemasonry for harbouring secret networks
of power and for playing a central role in many conspiracy theories
was a hook for him. Aware of his curiosity, one of his friends, a Mason
himself, invited Yazad to be initiated into a Delhi lodge more than
ten years ago. After the initiation, however, he found out that all the
stories about hidden power and conspiracies were made up. The only
thing that met his expectations was a consistent degree of secrecy. In
fact, Yazad recounted that Freemasons in India are warned not to share
details about the ceremonies and activities that take place in masonic
gatherings. By contrast, disclosing one’s own affiliation is a personal
choice. Yazad, for instance, has never told his parents he is a Freema-
son, fearing a negative reaction.

Freemasonry has almost 300 years of history in India. In 1729,
Captain Ralph Farrwinter, an officer of the East India Company,
established the country’s first masonic lodge. In eighteenth-century
South Asia, Freemasonry was instrumental in connecting high-ranking
British officers operating in the region with the centre of the Empire.
The kernel of this organisation rested upon the principles of charity,
benevolence, and universal brotherhood, embedded in ritual symboli-
sm and masonic ceremonies.'® Yazad confirmed that the focus of to-
day’s Freemasonry in Mumbai is, for the most part, unchanged: mo-
rality and charity are still at the centre of the brotherhood’s activities.
The emphasis on these values was reiterated by other Freemasons I
met in India, though they are not Zoroastrian and are affiliated with
different lodges. Yazad added that Freemasonry endows its members
with a moral code that they apply gradually in everyday life, transfor-
ming themselves into better human beings. “It’s like carving the self
out of a stone,” he remarked.

The way these principles are put into practice, however, may vary
from one lodge to another, shedding light on a certain degree of he-
terogeneity in Indian Freemasonry. The first lodge that Yazad joined
in Mumbai was largely composed of Muslim Masons, he recounted,
adding that many of the lodge’s charitable activities were directed
towards the Muslim community. Yazad found this to contrast with his
idea of the universality of the brotherhood’s masonic principles, so he
switched to a new lodge in South Mumbai where he is currently a Ma-
ster of the 3rd degree. The vast majority of members of the new lodge
are Parsis. Here, he continued, they promote many charitable initiati-
ves for the wider community. During the Covid pandemic, for instan-
ce, they financially supported hospitals and funded the construction of
health infrastructure to help tackle the virus.”

While universal brotherhood is a core value of Freemasonry, it is
interesting to note how a clear ethnoreligious distinction emerges from
the account of Yazad. I observed that it is common for Parsi Freema-
sons to join lodges with which a large number of their co-religionists
are affiliated. However, these ethnic boundaries are not a masonic spe-
cificity but rather a characteristic Parsi orientation. Such boundaries

Religiographies 60

16

Harland-Jacobs, Builders of Empire; Jessica Har-
land-Jacobs, “Freemasonry and Colonialism,” in
Handbook of Freemasonry, ed. Henrik Bogdan and
Jan A. Snoek (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 439-60; Jessica
Harland-Jacobs and Jan A. Snoek, “Freemasonry
and Eastern Religions,” in Handbook of Freema-
sonry, 258-76.

17
I cannot disclose further details on the lodges and
the related charitable activities to keep the identity
of the research participant anonymous.

Errichiello



materialise even when approaching Zoroastrian sacred spaces in In-
dia, as shown in Fig. 1.

Although the participation of a large number of Parsis in Freema-
sonry may not be surprising for a minority elite of a former colonial
city, for a long time access to the brotherhood remained exclusive to
British men. In particular, adherence to a monotheistic religion was
required for new initiates. British Freemasons made a few exceptions
for individuals with a strategic role in the colony, such as Umdat-ul-
Umrah Bahadur (1748—1801), the governor of the Carnatic region, who
joined the brotherhood in 1775."® Access for women has never been
allowed, though they played a significant role in the activities of Free-
masonry, as found by Harland-Jacobs."

Parsis became involved with Freemasonry when the Grand Ma-
ster of all Scottish Freemasonry in India, James Burnes (1801-1862),
invited Manekji Cursetji (1808—1887) to join the brotherhood. Cursetji
was a businessman, judge, philanthropist, and a distinguished member
of the Parsi community in Bombay. His initiation into the Lodge Per-
severance of Bombay, however, was rejected. On a journey to Paris
in 1842, Cursetji was initiated as a Freemason and, on returning to
India, he again requested admission to the Lodge Perseverance. But he
was again rejected.’® Refusing the admittance of individuals thought
to show high moral standards and to profess a monotheistic faith con-
tradicted the ideals of equality and universal brotherhood. It was also
detrimental to the reinforcement of ties with local influential people.
Simon Deschamps suggests that, in 1843, the compatibility of Zoroa-
strianism with masonic values led some British Freemasons to partner
with Cursetji and establish the masonic lodge Rising Star of Western
India (henceforth Rising Star).”!

The requirements to join Freemasonry today are still very similar.
Yazad illustrated how members are required to believe in one God
and uphold high standards of morality. But how is morality assessed?
Yazad related that the referral system serves as the initial selection
process. Then, Parsi candidates are usually asked if they wear the whi-
te undergarment (sudreh) and girdle (kustt), accessories that they are
given at their initiation into Zoroastrianism (navjote). “This is the way
Masons assess whether the candidates are good Zoroastrians,” Yazad
added.

He went on to describe how, during the performance of masonic
ceremonies, all members refer to God as the Great Architect, regard-
less of their own faith. Yazad asserted that this embodies a non-dog-
matic approach towards the belief in a higher divinity, mitigating the
risk of falling into the contours of a specific religion and ensuring in-
clusivity towards all the faiths represented in the masonic assembly.
As a Zoroastrian, when he was initiated, Yazad took the oath on the
Avesta. He recounted that the ritual of the oath varies according to the
religion of the new initiate. Christians take the oath on the Bible; Hin-
dus on the Bhagavad Gita; Muslims on the Koran; Jews on the Torah;
Sikhs on the Guru Granth Sahib; and so forth.

The first report of a masonic assembly incorporating the Avesta
goes back to the second half of the nineteenth century.?” In 1854, the
Parsi scholar Kharshedji Rustomji Cama (1831-1909) joined the Rising
Star. His efforts to associate Zoroastrianism with Freemasonry in a
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universalist fashion were manifold.?® Besides presenting a copy of the
Avesta to the lodge and probably introducing the practice of taking the
oath on this Zoroastrian text, the Parsi scholar established the celebra-
tion of the Jamshedi Navroz Masonic Festival in Parsi masonic lodges.
Cama’s proposals all aimed to establish the glorious past of pre-Isla-
mic Zoroastrianism as a universal heritage.?* In his discourse of 1874,
Cama attempted to demonstrate that the Jamshedi Navroz was based
on annual cycles of nature which were universally accepted. In the
pamphlet A Discourse on Zoroastrians and Freemasonry published in
1876, the scholar argued for similarities between masonic symbolism
and Zoroastrianism. Cama’s career in the brotherhood was marked by
prestigious honours, including the rank of Honorary Depute Grand
Master of the Provincial Grand Lodge of All Scottish Freemasonry of
India in 1876.%

By 1864, all the available positions in the Rising Star were held by
Parsis. The initiates spoke both Persian and Gujarati alongside Engli-
sh during the lodge’s meetings. Notable Parsi Freemasons include the
philanthropist Kharshediji Nasarvanji Cama (1815-1885), the textile
entrepreneur Dinshaw Maneckji Petit (1823—1901), the “architect” of
the Parsi baugs* Muncherji Cowasji Murzban (1839—-1917), the poli-
tician Pherozeshah Mehta (1845—-1915), and the “great old man of In-
dia” Dadabhai Naoroji (1825-1917).%" In 1899, Jivanji Jamshedji Modi
(1854—-1933) was initiated into the brotherhood through an inspiring
conversation with Cama.?® The participation of two of the most impor-
tant Parsi scholars of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in Freema-
sonry informs the impact of universalism and comparativism on the
development of Zoroastrian studies as a field.

With the development of Freemasonry and the increased partici-
pation of Zoroastrians, lodges whose initiates were exclusively Parsi
began to emerge, revealing the tension between ethnoreligious boun-
daries and the ideal of a universal brotherhood. In these lodges, ma-
sonic rituals were adapted to be acceptable to both Freemasonry and
Zoroastrianism. The dedication of some lodges to Zoroastrian figures
like Cyrus the Great and Zarathustra illustrates the extent to which
masonic spaces made it possible to reconstruct a pre-Islamic identity
in the Parsi community. Tallin Grigor found that the inclusion of mo-
tifs recalling ancient Iran was a wider architectural trend in colonial
Bombay, emblematic of a “Persian revival.”? Yazad explained that, to-
day, some Parsi Freemasons wear masonic paraphernalia that include
Zoroastrian symbols, like the pin that combines the masonic triangle
and the Persian winged disk with a figure in the centre (fravahar).

Yazad recounted that initiates are instructed on the meaning of the
brotherhood’s symbols and rituals as long as they progress through the
masonic degrees. He added that, in the past, they were given many rea-
dings, in particular those associated with Western philosophy. Today, they
only read masonic ritual books. Through the participation in masonic ce-
remonies and personal study, Yazad began to examine religions from a
comparative perspective. “All of them offer an interpretation of the un-
derlying universal nature. For instance, Hinduism had a great influen-
ce on Zoroastrianism, in particular on the worship of fire and on the
performance of some ceremonies. Once, Zoroastrians were Hindu; in
fact, Persian names proceed from Vedic Sanskrit,” Yazad remarked.
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When I asked him to expand on the concept of esotericism, Yazad
mentioned that he applies the “first principle’s thinking” to everything
he experiences in life. He described this method, drawing upon the
Aristotelean concept of the first cause, as a way of deriving knowled-
ge from its fundamental axioms in a given field. This exercise is then
followed by checking whether the conclusions violate any fundamen-
tal laws, to confirm their validity. Through the lens of this “Aristote-
lean” form of esotericism, Yazad considers all religions as systems
embedding fundamental laws that enable humans to live in harmony
with nature. The application of this method led him to believe that all
religious teachings convey the same message of “diversity” and “mo-
rality.” “The problem of modernity,” he added, ““is that the process of
individualisation is stretched, causing the fragmentation of communi-
ties. In this context, religions lose relevance but they are not replaced
by systems conveying the same messages. That is why our societies
are experiencing a decline all over the world.”

When explaining how Freemasonry informs the way its initiates
look at religions, Yazad emphasised the importance of individual fre-
edom of thought. On the other hand, the contributions of Cama and
Modi as well as records of masonic activities indicate that universali-
sm and comparativism shaped a common religious orientation among
Parsi Freemasons.*® The esotericism described by Yazad lies exactly
at the intersection of this tension between individual freedom and col-
lective religious orientation; it endows him with the possibility of de-
riving principles from every field of knowledge, and then synthetising
them into fundamental laws which are universally valid.

Parsi Theosophists
Adil Nariman® is a Parsi from Mumbai in his 70s who has been in-
volved with the Theosophical Society since he was a young priest. |
arranged to meet him at the Horniman Circle Garden, in Kala Ghoda,
South Mumbai. Adil prefers to meet in the early morning, before the
unbearable heat rises. Having arrived at the venue, a small green park
set at a very busy roundabout of the city, I found Adil waiting for me
on a bench. He wore a white garment with a white cap, which form
the Parsi priestly attire for formal occasions. As we started speaking,
I soon realised that Adil had a unique ability to convey difficult reli-
gious concepts in simple English. We easily dug into esotericism and
he explained to me his view that every religion needs its esoteric side.
In particular, he lamented that Zoroastrianism is merely studied throu-
gh textual works and, while he admires philologists for their valuable
contribution to the understanding of the Avestan and Pahlavi scriptu-
res, he remarked that this is not enough to fully comprehend a religion.

Adil believes that the teachings spread by the occultists Helena Pe-
trovna Blavatsky (1831-1891) and Henry Steel Olcott (1832—1907) contain
a spiritual truth applicable to every religion. In 1875, Blavatsky and Olcott
founded the Theosophical Society in New York to revive ancient wisdom
and form a universal brotherhood. Inspired by the way Freemasonry was
organised, the Society was structured in lodges. In 1879, Blavatsky and
Olcott established the Bombay Branch of the Theosophical Society, later
known as Blavatsky lodge, and soon gained a large following.*
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The Parsi Kavasjee Mevanjee Shroff (1852-1903) was among the
founders of the Blavatsky lodge. Besides Shroft’s contribution to the
establishment of the Theosophical Society in India, other Parsis made
financial endowments for the organisation. From 1880 to 1909, the Bla-
vatsky lodge had two Parsi Presidents, eight Parsi Honorary Secre-
taries, eight Parsi Treasurers, and fifteen Parsi Honorary Librarians.
The leadership of Parsi Theosophists was so influential that Avestan
verses were chanted during the celebration of the Society’s gatherings.
Jehangir Khurshedji Daji (n.d.), Nasarvanji Framji Bilimoria (1852—
1922), and Bahman Pestonji Wadia (1881-1958) were the editors of
the lodge’s magazine. In 1900, Bilimoria and his son Ardeshar (n.d.)
started the bilingual (English and Gujarati) monthly magazine Cerag
(“lamp”) for the Parsi readership. This magazine examined Zoroa-
strianism under a theosophical lens and significantly contributed to
the revival of the teachings of the early modern mystic Azar Kayvan
(942-1027 AH/1533-1618 CE).*

Adil is well versed in the literature produced by the abadis, the
religious group founded by Azar Kayvan. He remarked that recent edi-
tions of the abadr treaties do not exist, but thanks to the work of Parsi
Theosophists, he could access many of them. He used to read passages
from the English translations of the Jam-i Kaykhusraw (The Goblet of
Kaykhusraw), published in The Theosophist in 1880, and the English
translation of the Dasatir-e Asmani (The Heavenly Regulations) trans-
lated by Dhunjeebhoy Jamsetjee Medhora in 1888. Inspired by these
readings and reflecting on the figure of Azar Kayvan, Adil came to the
conclusion that the Persian mystic was a sage gifted with the power
of ubiquity who spread pre-Islamic Zoroastrian wisdom through his
teachings.

Like Adil does today, early Parsi Theosophists regarded contested
texts such as the Dasdtir-e Asmani and the Dabistan-i Mazahib (“The
School of Creeds”) as authentic Zoroastrian sources.** Blavatsky her-
self, who took part in the construction of a theosophical Orientalism,
as suggested by Christopher Partridge, associated the abadr literature
with Zoroastrianism in theosophical circles.” In effect, Blavatsky’s
ahistorical approach that situated India as the birthplace of ancient
wisdom informs a romanticised view of local religions.*®

Blavatsky gradually combined Indian religious concepts with ide-
as based on Western esotericism. Scientific advancements of the time
like evolutionary theory and thermodynamics were used to explain
and legitimise some of her teachings. For instance, she held that the
mechanisms of evolutionary theory were spiritually driven, influen-
cing the Theosophists’ understanding of race as a hierarchically or-
dered manifestation of the universal spirit.*’ In this vein, while Bla-
vatsky designated the mythological people of Atlantis and Lemuria as
the ancestors of human progeny, Olcott encouraged Parsis to consider
themselves as “heirs of the Chaldean lore.”*®

Adil was inspired by Blavatsky’s race theory to make sense of the
ethnocentric character of Parsis in India. He remarked that those who
are born Zoroastrian are the result of the incarnation of souls that are
spiritually advanced. “Parsis have a chance to elevate their spirit by
practicing the Zoroastrian liturgy, which harmonises the practitioners
with the surrounding nature,” he added. This approach also reiterates
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the strict endogamy practised by a large part of the Parsi community
in India. “Parsis are like water in a bottle in the middle of the ocean:
by opening it, the water will dilute with the ocean.” As inter-marriage
would “dilute” the spiritual kernel that Parsis are born with, he used
this metaphor to firmly state his view on the preservation of customary
forms of religion.

However, Adil’s views on race and marriage are not representative
of what other Parsi Theosophists believe and practise. During a resi-
dency at the Zoroastrian College in Ghimaniya, a village in Gujarat,
I attended a few classes that Meher Master-Moos delivered to a small
group of students. Master-Moos is a Parsi public figure in her seventies
who practises astrology and divination. Over the last few decades, she
has been at the centre of polemics for promoting conversions of Tajiks
and Russians to Zoroastrianism, a form of heresy for a large part of the
community.*® Inspired by a mystical vision that involved the Ksnumist
Behramshah Naoroji Shroff, she established the Zoroastrian College in
1986. Although she often refers to the teachings of Blavatsky as spi-
ritually significant and considers herself a Theosophist, Master-Moos
has adhered to Ilme Ksnum since the 1970s.*° She does not care much
about endogamy. Rather, she is preparing for the imminent advent of
the Zoroastrian saviour who will put every human being under his
aegis, acting as an “‘equaliser.”

The Zoroastrian College hosts students who pursue research on
Zoroastrianism and/or esotericism. The classes focus on subjects that
help students’ individual projects. When I was there, a student was
working on vastu sastra.*' Master-Moos advised her on how to frame
the research, moving from one topic to another with extreme ease and
demonstrating her broad knowledge of esoteric currents, often unre-
lated to Zoroastrianism. Between lessons in the morning and the af-
ternoon, we usually had lunch all together. Right before eating, Mas-
ter-Moos asked us to form a circle, hold hands, and synchronously
intonate a short prayer in English to express our gratitude to the cre-
ator. We then shared a variety of carefully prepared dishes of vegeta-
bles, legumes, and fruits.

Following a vegetarian diet is a practice shared by many Parsi
Theosophists I met in India. In this regard, Master-Moos and Adil
share the same eating habits. Interestingly, both explained to me that
vegetarianism represents a natural inclination deriving from the de-
gree of spiritual advancement as indicated by their individual stage of
reincarnation. Although the founders of the Theosophical Society ad-
vocated this practice, Parsi Theosophists following vegetarianism gra-
dually distanced themselves from the Society. In 1903, a group of them
founded the Zoroastrian Jashan Committee (ZJO). Following Olcott’s
death in 1907, the disputes on the relocation of the Society’s headquar-
ters and the Hindu dominance within the organisation led various ZJO
members to resign from the Society. A few years later, they began to
publicly attack Theosophists.*

In that same period, the global temperance movement advocated
the banning of alcohol, and hundreds of organisations emerged in co-
lonial India under its umbrella. One of these was the Parsi Vegetarian
and Temperance Society (PVTS), founded in 1907 by the Parsi priest
Phiroze Shapurji Masani (1887-1942) and his brother Dinshaw (d.
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1965). The PVTS campaigned for the adoption of vegetarianism and
the banning of liquor, tobacco, and narcotics in the Parsi community.
Through its emphasis on vegetarianism, this organisation became the
new home for many Parsi Theosophists.*

The PVTS still operates in today’s Mumbai and Adil is one of
its members. On a Wednesday morning, I ventured into the streets of
South Mumbai where the PVTS offices are. After having entered an
old building and climbed the stairs, I saw a person locking the door of
the PVTS office; he kindly gave me the phone number of the Managing
Trustee with whom I arranged a meeting. When I returned that after-
noon, four people were waiting for me around an old wooden table.
The image of this handful of elders, who administrate what once was
a vocal organisation in the community, clashed with the large portraits
of distinguished Parsis hanging on the walls of the room. A few shel-
ves arranged all around the office displayed the historical PVTS print
production of the early- and mid-twentieth century.

The Managing Trustee inquired about the reasons for my visit and
everybody patiently listened to my research plans. He then advised
me to liaise with Marzban Palsetia,** a PVTS staff member. Having
arranged a meeting with Palsetia via phone, I returned a third time
to the PVTS. The first thing that Palsetia asked when he saw me was,
“Have you ever experienced God in your life?”” This question instantly
reconnected me with the sensation of “being assessed” that I felt when
trying to meet Freemasons.

Palsetia has been a member of the PVTS for a long time but is
also a connoisseur of the life of Behramshah Naoroji Shroff and I/me
Ksnum. Marzban reiterated the words of Adil and Master-Moos regar-
ding the spiritual reasons behind vegetarianism. Further, he recounted
that when a person is born, parts of the soul are scattered between the
mineral, plant, animal, and human kingdoms. The purpose of incar-
nation is to reunite these parts. An individual who craves meat, for
instance, still needs to connect with the related part of the soul sedi-
mented in the animal world. By contrast, someone practicing vegeta-
rianism is closer to the full reunification of the soul’s parts. Palsetia
added that this mechanism is governed by jiram, one of the laws of
Ilme Ksnum.

This short conversation with Palsetia echoes what I soon realised
to be a recurrent insight of my research: placing Freemasonry, Theo-
sophy, PVTS, and Ilme Ksnum and their members into defined catego-
ries does not really work. These organisations did not claim exclusive
affiliation; thus, ideas about reincarnation, race, vegetarianism, endo-
gamy, and so forth were constantly exchanged and used to advance
claims of religious authenticity. The perseverance of such a “religious
brokerage” in today’s Mumbai is one of the most emblematic findings
of this research. In practical terms, it shows how interpretive approa-
ches to Zoroastrianism emerge and inform religious claims in the con-
text of an ongoing Parsi hermeneutical polyphony.

Adil and Palsetia confirmed that several PVTS members are also
part of the Theosophical Society, though the contiguity between the
two organisations is much less explicit than a hundred years ago. Adil
participates in the activities of the PVTS and uses its library to find an-
swers to questions on Zoroastrianism. He often flips through the pages
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of issues of Cerag, difficult to find otherwise. Adil spoke fondly of the 45 _ '
scholar-priest Phiroze Masani. His contribution to the study of Paz- ;1:;1; jg:ﬁ:lfv:gfﬂl;%;& fdle Persian devel-
and® literature, for instance, still represents a valuable legacy of Parsi
scholarship that emerged in colonial India. Such an intellectual appro- 46
. . . . . I use Ksnumic as a qualifier deriving from llme
ach characterises the esotericism of Adil. However, being a priest, he ,
combines his numerous readings with first-hand experiences. '
When I asked him about esotericism, Adil remarked, “I go by my
experience. When I am in the temple to perform the last prayers of the
day, around midnight, I am alone in darkness with the fire. [ cannot put
in words what I feel, but the fire speaks and gives me clarity of mind,
solving my doubts and answering important questions of life. The fire
of the temple is a divine being, and we keep it alive through our prayers
and rituals.” Reflecting on these experiences, Adil observed that “one
needs to study, acquire practical knowledge, and receive wisdom from
the forefathers. Religions and rituals are explained to priests through
material examples but their meaning lies in the spiritual world. If one
does not go into the esoteric understanding of things, then one knows
nothing.”
By integrating theosophical and Ksnumic*® notions, Adil draws
upon race theory and the law of jiram to make sense of Parsis’ cu-
stomary endogamy and the practice of vegetarianism. The efforts of
searching for spiritual meaning beyond the philological interpretation
of scriptures and the mechanical performance of rituals inform the
esotericism practised by Adil. He sees esotericism as the understan-
ding of hidden forces that govern existence beyond the literal meaning
of scriptures and the mere performance of rituals. Adil does not regard
Blavatsky, Olcott, or Shroff as holders of the ultimate truth but finds
the application of some of their teachings useful in a universalist way.
Nevertheless, in light of the religious ethnocentrism for which he ad-
vocates, such a universalism takes the shape of a hierarchical inclusi-
vism where Zoroastrianism is placed at the top of the spiritual chain.

Parsi Ksnumists
Khojeste Bharucha?’ is a staunch follower of //me Ksnum. When I first 47
contacted him, Khojeste refused to meet. He was puzzled by a re- The identity of this rescarch participant has been

. . . . . anonymised.

quest coming from a non-Zoroastrian who claimed to be interested in
knowing more about //me Ksnum. He decided it was not worth his time
to speak with me. However, through perseverance and the good offices
of a common acquaintance, Khojeste changed his mind. He invited me
to his home in Tardeo, a residential and commercial locality in South
Mumbai. He lives on the first floor of a 2-storey building in one of the
Parsi colonies of the area.

Wooden chairs and tables in the living room and the ticking of
a pendulum clock in the hallway gave a colonial allure to Khojeste’s
house. While his wife was preparing a chai, we went into a private
room and began to speak. Khojeste told me that he learned about the
existence of //me Ksnum about twenty years ago thanks to a neigh-
bour who invited him to attend a talk of Kaikhushru Navroji Dastoor
(1927-2019). Dastoor was a lawyer and worked for many years in the
banking industry. He published a few books on Zoroastrianism, but
his main contribution was the launch of three magazines dedicated
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to /lme Ksnum. Khojeste was very impressed by Dastoor’s religious
fluency and charisma. Since that first talk, he began studying books
explaining what /lme Ksnum is. “The more I read, the more my thirst
for knowledge grew,” he commented.

Ilme Ksnum was introduced to the Parsi community by Behram-
shah Naoroji Shroff in 1906. After his public debut, Shroff soon ear-
ned a large following among Parsis, including scholars, Freemasons,
and Theosophists. Interested in learning more about //me Ksnum, even
Cama chaired some of his talks. Ksnumists believe that Shroff was
initiated by the saheb deldan (“master-hearts”), mythical masters who
are thought to live in seclusion in the paradisiac community of Firdos,
located on Mount Damavand in Iran. Ksnumists recount that they iso-
lated themselves in a hidden mountain village a few centuries after the
Arab conquest of Iran in order to preserve Zoroastrianism. Today, the-
re are probably around three hundred Ksnumists. However, there are
many more who believe in the existence of Zoroastrian sages hiding in
Iran. The narrative theme of the “nostalgia of origins” that characteri-
ses this diasporic community favoured the integration of the myth of
secluded masters into the Parsi collective memory.*

In our conversation, Khojeste commented that “Ilime Ksnum
explains nature through a set of laws. It is not something you can chan-
ge, it is difficult to explain, one has to adapt. Nature goes as it has to
go, and /lme Ksnum tries to teach us the laws that we as individuals
have to follow.” This definition of /lme Ksnum is similar to that provi-
ded by Shroff himself in his first book jarthosti dharm samajava mate
ilme ksnumni cavi (The key of Ilme Ksnum to understand the Zoroa-
strian religion), published in 1911. This publication, through the use
of a large number of logato (Guj. “technical terms”), lists a number of
kudaratna kayado (“laws of nature”) that are believed to govern exi-
stence. These laws advance an emanationist theory of cosmogenesis;*
a monistic dualism that solves the problem of evil by turning it into
“necessary evil”; the concept of reincarnation; and a cyclical view of
time. Further, Shroff firmly advocated for customary forms of religion
and used to emphasise the importance of the daily performance of
tarikato (“religious observances”).*

In line with this orientation, Khojeste performs tarikato as pre-
scribed in Zoroastrianism. He explained that, when he cuts his nails or
hair or takes a bath, he performs a set of small rituals whose purpose
is to reduce the risk of his soul becoming polluted. Khojeste believes
that the recitation of the Avestan prayers forms an invisible defensive
wall around the practitioner. This wall protects them from the attacks
of contaminating agents proceeding from evil forces. While we spoke
about tarikato, our conversation reached a level of complexity that
I struggled to follow. Khojeste employed an abundance of technical
terms I was largely unfamiliar with. To make a point regarding the
importance of following tarikato, he cited a number of chakras, their
correspondence with the spiritual world, and how mundane activities
affected them. He then concluded by remarking that ritual performan-
ce produces electric and magnetic forces that interact with the subtle
world.

Using language evoking scientific concepts such as electricity
and magnetism as a means of explanation, however, is not peculiar to
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Khojeste; nor is it a special feature of //me Ksnum or Theosophy. Mi-
chael Bergunder shows how, in the nineteenth century, the Materiali-
smusstreit (“materialism controversy”) and the spread of scientific the-
ories triggered the emergence of the debate about religion and science.
In this context, esotericism as an instrument to mediate between scien-
ce and religion impacted India to the point that Buddhism, Hinduism,
and Islam were classified as scientific religions.*! Likewise, Shroff and
today’s Ksnumists consider Zoroastrianism to be the most scientific
religion of all.*

Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi shows how the Iranian nationalist di-
scourse of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries situated vatan (“ho-
meland”) as a territory battered by Arab rule, and the acquisition of
ilm (“knowledge”) as the way to restore the past glory of Iran.* In
the same way, Shroff situated //me Ksnum as a scientific knowledge
deriving from the wisdom of ancient Iran, offering Parsis an ilm to
re-establish the vatan undermined by colonial modernity.

By attending a talk on /lme Ksnum in Mumbai today, one can
learn about an esotericism built around a number of logato and sci-
entific concepts that nostalgically evoke the Parsi vatan. One Sunday
morning, [ went to the Sohrab Palamkote Hall at Dadar Parsi colony.
The audience were mainly old Parsi women diligently wearing the cus-
tomary scarf to cover their head. Marzban Hathiram, a Zoroastrian
priest in his 50s who has long been one of the public voices of I/lme
Ksnum, began to speak about the esoteric meaning behind some pas-
sages of the Sahname, the famous Persian epic. He skilfully managed
to combine Avestan, Pahlavi, and Persian terms with Gujarati logato
and scientific ideas. This gifted and charismatic orator wove a thread
that brought the audience back to the mythical vatan, between Persian
kings and heroes. A round of applause followed the end of the talk.
While some attendees encouraged Hathiram to come back for another
talk, others queued to receive spiritual advice on private matters.

The links of /lme Ksnum with Iran and the broader Persianate
world go beyond the Iranian nationalist discourse and the reference
to vatan. The logato employed by Shroff in his publications and by
Hathiram in his talks largely correspond to religious terms and ideas
that thrived across the Persianate world after the seventh century CE,
through Isma‘ilis, Twelvers, Ahl-i Haqq, isragr, and other golati**
groups, including the @badr sect of Azar Kayvan.® When I shared this
finding with Khojeste, he claimed that the Persianate character of I/me
Ksnum was unequivocable evidence that Shroff did not make up his es-
oteric ideas, as many of his opponents have argued for years. Khojeste
situates /lme Ksnum in pre-Islamic times, suggesting that the religious
groups I referred to drew upon the teachings of the mythical masters
of Firdos.

The way Khojeste articulated the relation between l/me Ksnum
and the religious diversity of the Persianate world illustrates the extent
to which antiquity is still an important marker of authenticity. What
is more, Shroff’s life story illustrates how /lme Ksnum was more than
an initiative to spread esoteric ideas; it was, in fact, a religious project
whose purpose was to reestablish practices deemed to be authentically
ancient. In this vein, one of the most ambitious initiatives of Shroff was
the incorporation of the Fasli calendar®® in the Parsi liturgy.

Religiographies 69

51
Michael Bergunder, “ ‘Religion’ and ‘Science’
within a Global Religious History,” Aries: Jour-
nal for the Study of Western Esotericism 16, no. 1
(2016): 86-141.

52
Tony Ballantyne, Orientalism and Race: Aryanism
in the British Empire (Basingstoke: Palgrave Mac-
Millan, 2002), 48; Bergunder, “Religion,” 88—132;
Hinnells, The Zoroastrian Diaspora, 167.

53
Tavakoli-Targhi, Refashioning, 116-23.

54

The term israqr (“illuminationist”) refers to the
school of thought introduced by the twelfth-cen-
tury Persian philosopher Sehab-al-Din Yahya b.
Amirak Sohravardi (1155-1191). The term golati
proceeds from the noun golat which is the plural
form for ghal or “exaggerator.” It was used by Is-
lamic theologians to classify those groups that be-
lieved in heretical ideas such as reincarnation.

55
Errichiello, “Beyond the Theosophical Paradigm,”
245-69.

56
The Fasli (from Pers. fas/ or “season”) calendar
requires the intercalation of a day every 4 years. It
is based on the Iranian Jalalr calendar which drew
upon astronomical observations of the solar transit.

Errichiello



On 1 April 1923, Shroff led a ceremony to lay the foundation of a tem-
ple according to the Fasli calendar, which was thought to be the ancient
liturgical system of Zoroastrianism. This temple would have served a
colony of Parsi Ksnumists built on a plot of land that Shroff had pur-
chased. He engineered this initiative in collaboration with the PVTS.
However, it failed due to clashes with the Masani brothers. Neverthe-
less, in 1997, the project was revived and a Fasli temple was establi-
shed in Behram baug, the plot Shroff purchased more than seventy
years earlier. The construction was concluded in 2001 and the temple
is named the Ustad Saheb Behramshah Nowroji Shroff Daremeher, in
honour of Shroff (see Fig. 2).”’

Fig. 2. Ustad Saheb Behramshah Nowroji Shroff Daremeher fire temple, Mumbai, India, 2023. Photo-
graph © Mariano Errichiello.

On a hot day in March, I went to see the Ustad Saheb Behramshah
Nowroji Shroff Daremeher. The main entrance of the temple opens
between two slightly inclined walls depicting impressive motifs based
on Persian iconography. While I was looking around, a young priest
saw me and came out of the temple. Having learned about my inte-
rest in Ilme Ksnum, he invited me to see a small memorial erected a
few meters away from the temple (see Fig. 3). That is the place where
Shroff had placed the foundation stone of the Daremeher in 1923. To-
gether with this memorial, I noticed that each building of the colony is
named using a religious nomenclature that recalls //me Ksnum, such as
“Damavand” (see Fig. 4). The architecture of Behram baug materiali-
ses the legacy of Shroff’s teachings.
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Fig. 3. Memorial erected in honour of Behramshah Naoroji Shroff, Mumbai,
India, 2023. Photograph © Mariano Errichiello.

The young priest proudly shared that a commemoration ceremony is
performed annually in memory of Shroff. He went on to state that he
follows the teachings of //me Ksnum, though he also lamented that
Parsis living in Behram baug did not properly adhere to the tarikato
performed in a Ksnumic fashion. Only a few elders remained loyal to
Shroff’s teachings and showed rigorous discipline in the performance
of the farikato. Khojeste is one of them. He attends Fasli functions
but principally follows the Sahansaht (“royalist”) calendar, which is
the most common for the Zoroastrians in India. He explained that, in
practice, it is hard for him to completely adhere to the Fasli liturgy
because, unlike Behram baug, all the fire temples established in the
area where he lives follow the Sahansaht calendar. However, Khojeste
confirmed that he performs the sarosni ksnuman sathnij kusti (“Kusti
with the propitiation of Saro$”) daily. This way of tying the kusti is
characteristic of Parsis adhering to //me Ksnum and makes this small
ritual last longer.*®

By calling for special attention to rituals and by situating its know-
ledge back in the glorious pre-Islamic past, //me Ksnum provided Par-
sis with an esotericism that combined Persianate religious ideas and
scientific discoveries. In this way, Shroff contextualised //me Ksnum
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in colonial modernity and considered Zoroastrianism as a “scientific
religion” on a par with Western forms of knowledge. //me Ksnum was
not just an intellectual exercise but also a project of religious militan-
cy. It implied the construction of sacred spaces for its followers and
the reintroduction of religious practices performed in the past. While
aspects of this project have been realised, only a tiny number of Parsis
intellectually adhere to //me Ksnum, and the number of those practi-
sing the liturgy as prescribed by Shroff seem to be on the decline.
However, Ksnumic ideas are still very influential in the commu-
nity at large, to the point of becoming an asset in legal debates. One
of the most recent examples is that of the construction of a metro line
that was supposed to run beneath two fire temples in South Mumbai.
A group of Parsis, including some who did not necessarily adhere to
Ilme Ksnum, petitioned the court to move the construction site, as it
would affect the vibrational power of the fires enthroned in the temples
and their spiritual integrity. Nevertheless, the court ruled against them
because it considered these arguments to be merely an interpretation
of Zoroastrianism; hermeneutical polyphony does not always pay off.*

Esotericism as an Ontological Instance
The search for authentic Zoroastrianism that arose among Parsis in
colonial times triggered the emergence of a hermeneutical polyphony.
Freemasonry, Theosophy, and /lme Ksnum offered relational spaces
where resources for authentication were negotiated and exchanged.
In his research on the transculturation of cakras in the theosophical
context, Karl Baier stresses the importance of acknowledging the he-
terogeneity of the Theosophical Society’s membership.®® Likewise,
the Parsi variable membership to Freemasonry, Theosophy, and I/me
Ksnum generated entanglements between universalism, inclusivism,
ethnoreligiosity, and monogenism.®’ While Parsi Freemasons attended
and chaired Shroff’s lectures, many of the PVTS members proceeded
from Theosophy, whose members were also attracted by the teachings
of Shroff.

By acknowledging the generative role of entanglements in global
religious history, Giovanni Maltese and Julian Strube suggest that “dif-
ferent understandings of religion were produced and constantly nego-
tiated through global exchanges during the nineteenth century.”®* Their
approach overcomes the idea of “the West influencing the East” and
decentralises agency, succeeding in moving beyond a Western-bound
esotericism, as urged by Egil Asprem.®® Likewise, Parsis were not
mere passive recipients of colonial power, but “brokers of ideas” and
primary actors in the construction of Zoroastrianism as a “modern”
religion. Inspired by Michael Bergunder’s research on esotericism,
religion, and science,* I situate esotericism as a mediative instance
that helped Parsis to make sense of their religion. In the context of the
community’s hermeneutical polyphony, esotericism was therefore a
form of knowledge that contributed to the reconstruction of an ancient
Iranian identity. From a sociological perspective, it became a currency
that conferred authenticity in the economy of power relations of the
Parsi community, rather than an instance of “rejected knowledge” as
long theorised in the context of Western esotericism.®
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The ethnographic findings enrich the understanding of Parsis’ esote-
ricism as a form of knowledge that endows actors with social capi-
tal, adding glimpses into the subjective domain of its practitioners.
The esotericism of Yazad, driven by a quest for power and knowledge,
is reflexive and extractivist inasmuch as it aims to methodically “ex-
tract” universal principles from readings and personal observations,
an approach that leads the practitioner to consider religions as different
expressions of the same nature. By embodying study as practice, the
esotericism of Adil integrates intellectual knowledge with praxiologi-
cal intuitions deriving from a dialogical relation with the sacred fire,
which helps him make sense of nature. The esotericism of Khojeste is
characterised by strict adherence to the laws of nature to revive ancient
practices and reconstruct the glorious pre-Islamic past.

Yazad, Adil, Palsetia, Master-Moos, Hathiram, and Khojeste often
refer to nature in their conception of esotericism. This is not surprising
since the ethnographic findings indicate that they experience esoterici-
sm as a method to apply every day, as a practical exercise and a way of
life. Esotericism is also visible in the way Parsis design urban spaces
and turn them into sites of memory production. By informing religious
ideas, claims of authenticity, daily practices, and urbanisation, esote-
ricism contributes to embodying the nature of being in practitioners.
Thus, while the study of history and society by means of textual analy-
sis sheds light on the epistemological and sociological aspects of esote-
ricism, ethnography illustrates how esotericism is a mode of existence,
an expression of a given ontology. Such an “ontological” approach mo-
ves along the lines of recent research on esotericism conducted at the
Center for Advanced Studies (“Alternative Rationalities and Esoteric
Practices from a Global Perspective”) at the Friedrich-Alexander-Uni-
versitdt Erlangen-Niirnberg in Germany.®

Ethnographic research also shows the limits of the researcher in
defining the boundaries of the organisations examined and in transla-
ting the research participants’ experiences. Difficult access to some
participants, initial refusals, and appointments agreed upon only
through referral prompted observations on the rhetoric of secrecy and
reflections on the researcher/participant dynamic.

Secrecy as a feature of Western esoteric currents, including Fre-
emasonry, has been extensively studied. Von Stuckrad’s research epi-
tomises esotericism as a discourse claiming higher knowledge in a
rhetoric of secrecy.’” Nevertheless, I do not consider the concealment
prompted by organisations like /lme Ksnum as a marker a “Western”
esotericism. In fact, the Ksnumic use of a complex language, while
historically contingent on the Iranian nationalism’s revivalism, is lar-
gely based on concepts proceedings from the Persianate world, such as
batin (“inner, hidden, esoteric”) and ta'wil (“‘esoteric, inner interpreta-
tion”).%® As demonstrated elsewhere, this evidence points in a direction
other than the West.®

By contrast, the concealment I experienced triggered the adoption
of a “slow fieldwork™ approach.”” Nevertheless, rather than considering
this concealment as a discursive feature, I look at it as a social practice.
In the context of the competitive landscape of the Parsi religious mar-
ketplace, and given how publicly claims of authenticity based on esote-
ricism are voiced, [ argue that such a concealment is intended to target
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a specific segment of practitioners to increase affiliation. Certainly, I
was not a target, due to the ethnoreligious boundaries. However, as
suggested by Stausberg and Vevaina, scholarship is often a currency
sought after by Zoroastrians for the validation of religious claims,” an
observation that impeccably explains my experience. These findings
can also inspire textual studies in that the debate on these limitations
and experiences would constitute an interesting research subject, as
suggested by Yuhan S.-D. Vevaina, who prompts philologists of Zoro-
astrianism to reflect on their positionality when engaging with texts.”?

Recent developments in the study of esotericism show how the
field is very active and moving towards a more global and interdisci-
plinary approach.” In such an evolving context, I do not find the use of
the qualifiers “Zoroastrian” or “Parsi” as conceptually problematic for
the construction of a second-order category, as long as they typify an
esotericism practised by individuals who self-identify as Zoroastrian
or Parsi. Informed by the analyses adduced in this article and the cha-
racteristic ethnoreligiosity of the research participants, I propose to
look at the esotericism of modern Parsis (rather than Zoroastrians) as
a resource to construct hermeneutical voices resulting from the me-
diation between relational spaces, organisations, and people, between
different epistemologies, between multiple ontologies.

The study of the ontological domain of esotericism leads to a pro-
grammatic reflection on the field of Zoroastrian studies. This proposi-
tion raises both a methodological and a theoretical question. Textuality
and ethnography, I argue, can work together in an interdisciplinary
enterprise that enriches scholarly outputs. By expanding the study of
the reception and performativity of texts in contemporary communi-
ties around the world through anthropological analysis, Zoroastriani-
sm can be studied as a living religion, as a way of life, as a mode
of existence, perhaps making research on Zoroastrian ontologies the
long-sought theoretical thread in our field.
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Research Questions, Methods, and Sources
Considering the example of the Zoroastrian community in St Pe-

tersburg as one of the prominent representatives of Russian Zo-
roastrianism, this essay will respond to the questions posed by the
editors of this special issue on “Zoroastrian esotericism” and evaluate
whether establishing the theoretical framework of “Zoroastrian eso-
tericism” can be heuristically justified. I will address the possibility of
defining esotericism as Zoroastrian, and vice versa, by discussing the
emic esoteric categories of the local believers and some of the occult
components constituting their religion. In my study, I have applied
interdisciplinary methods—elements of anthropological observation;
netnography; ‘“appointment anthropology,” especially interviews,
emails, and social media correspondence; and discursive analysis—
and I have worked with diverse sources: Zoroastrian and astrologi-
cal publications, individual opinions, and collective activities during
which the Russian followers of the Zoroastrian religion reveal the “al-
ternative” potential of their practice. After discussing the theoretical
concepts of contemporary esotericism, I will touch upon the notions of
Zoroastrian diversity in Zoroastrian Studies and briefly discuss several
types of Zoroastrian communities in the post-Soviet space. Finally, 1
will focus on the St Petersburg Zoroastrian community, its origins in
the (post-)Soviet New Age scene, and the set of esoteric elements and
structures that are absent in the ethnic forms of contemporary Zoro-
astrianism in Iran and India, even in the diaspora—primarily theo-
sophical and astrological forms—at the levels of belief, practice, and
institution in the religion of Russian Zoroastrians.

Concepts of Esotericism as Analytic Instruments
Before starting the discussion on how Zoroastrianism and esotericism
are connected in the practices of Russian Zoroastrians, it is necessary
to explain what I understand by esotericism from a pragmatic point of
view.

The etic, academic use of esofericism that foregrounds Western
religious history is relatively new: in the study of religions, it appeared
in the 1990s.2 The construction of the research object within this con-
cept, or what esotericism is, depends on the approach the scholar of
religions will adopt in her or his work.’ The terms esoteric and eso-
tericism originally presupposed a level of transmitting knowledge dis-
tinguished as “inner” within teachings or practices instead of a freely
accessible level. Many individuals and communities in the history of
religions adopted the idea of hierarchical secrecy (and in this sense,
we cannot say that all such communities were marginal since secrecy
was realized through access to “secret” teachings and practices within
them).* I understand the term esotericism in a discursive sense, refer-
ring to a range of religious texts and practices, e.g., different systems
of religious knowledge, covering many topics such as Gnostic teach-
ings, conspiracy, parascience, occult divination practices, etc. In this
sense, my methodology of studying esotericism is close to the styles
of discursive analysis proposed by the historian of religions, Kocku
von Stuckrad, who views discourses as communicative structures that
can organize knowledge in (religious) communities. Discourses are in-
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tended to “establish, stabilize, and legitimize systems of meaning and
provide collectively shared orders of knowledge in an institutionalized
social setting; they are statements, utterances, and opinions about a
specific topic that are systematically organized and repeatedly observ-
able.”

The concept of esotericism is interrelated with two other concepts
in the study of religions that are connected or at least occupy neighbor-
ing territories—occultism and the New Age. All three concepts need
to be kept in mind as they are an integral part of the toolkit for the
study of various, often minor, contemporary forms of religion.

Esotericism and occultism (from Latin occultus, whose etymolog-
ical meaning is “hidden”) are often used interchangeably and can be
understood as well as used as comparative categories.” According to
Wouter Hanegraaff, the descriptive potential of occultism unfolds from
two perspectives relating to (1) “the specifically French currents in
the wake of Eliphas Lévi, flourishing in the ‘neo-Martinist” context of
Papus and related manifestations of fin-de-siecle esotericism™; and (2)
“the type of esotericism that they represent” since ca. the mid-nine-
teenth century onward, which we can observe, for instance, in Spir-
itualism, Theosophy, the magical practices around the Hermetic Or-
der of the Golden Dawn, and the New Age movement.” Nevertheless, |
believe it would be better to rely on one of the “applied” meanings of
occultism as contemporary forms of divination arts® or practices, tools,
or “methods” of astrology, chiromancy, and others.’ In this meaning,
occultism can be a constitutive part of esotericism and New Age in a
specific historical context of the modern history of religions (from the
mid-nineteenth century to now) and explain particular practices.

The New Age movement or New Age spirituality is conceptualized
in the sociology of religion as a large complex of new forms of weakly
or non-institutionalized groups and communities that came into being
in the 1970s, gradually declined toward the mid-1990s, and revised or
re-invented esoteric practices and occult divination arts of the past.
Although various taxonomies of the New Age movement have been
developed' to express it, according to Gordon Melton, two ideas un-
derlie the concept of this movement. “First, it predicted that a New Age
of heightened spiritual consciousness and international peace would
arrive and bring an end to racism, poverty, sickness, hunger, and war.
This social transformation would result from the massive spiritual
awakening of the general population during the next generation. Sec-
ond, individuals could obtain a foretaste of New Age through their own
spiritual transformation.”"!

Studies on Contemporary Zoroastrian Diversity
In the Western cultural reception at the origin of Oriental studies in
Europe, Zoroastrianism has been one of the “classic” examples of an
“Oriental religion” since the eighteenth century.'”” The academic study
of Zoroastrianism, after its heyday in the first part of the twentieth cen-
tury and as one of the central “areas of specialisation”” of influential
scholars of the history of religions, became a marginalized field of in-
quiry in the 1970s."* With just a few exceptions, what prevailed was the
study of Zoroastrianism by philological, archaeological, and historical
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(ancient history) approaches that primarily did not inform the current
state of Zoroastrians or their practices. The scholars of Zoroastrianism
did not reflect the recent changes in the theory and history of religions
until the 1980s."” According to John R. Hinnells, the most notable shift
(he meant from the modernist to postmodernist trends) in “Zoroastrian
studies”® occurred in the works of his teacher, the influential but con-
troversial scholar Mary Boyce (1920-2006). In the late-1970s, she be-
gan to explore neglected topics, for instance, the “importance of living
and domestic practice, not least the emphasis on the role of the women,
the awareness of the situatedness of herself and others, the blurring . . .
of religious and secular distinctions,”’” and so on.

Michael Stausberg and Yuhan S.-D. Vevaina have recently disput-
ed Hinnells’ “harmonising” attempt to reconstruct the study of Zoro-
astrianism, claiming that neither the “postmodern challenge” nor the
Orientalism debate has played much of a role in the twentieth-century
survey of Zoroastrianism." Moreover, they have seen a “disintegrated
academic landscape” in it and called for a non-chronological picture
of the scholarship, in which single critical scholars and their work are
supposed to be responsible for the significant turns during the past
three centuries. In Stausberg’s and Vevaina’s presentation of nine
personalities, Mary Boyce is the first Western (only female) scholar
in their list who “succeeded in integrating the study of Zoroastrian-
ism into a consistent subject.” She is also the latest prominent scholar
whose legacy, according to the authors, has continued until now."”

Nevertheless, the “post-Boycian” inquiry of Zoroastrianism has only
reinforced the trend toward the heterogeneity of approaches and an
acceptance of the contemporary diversity of Zoroastrianism, as John R.
Hinnells suggested in his works on the Parsi diaspora world-wide.?’ Hin-
nells introduced a somewhat differentiated picture of the Zoroastrian
religion, synthesizing social practices of other religions in the immedi-
ate environment, in most cases, far away from the scholarly construc-
tions of old Iranian versions of Zoroastrianism based on the textual
analysis of extremely few primary sources. In his view, a “religion is
what it has become; that Zoroastrianism is what Zoroastrians do and
believe when they consider that they are being Zoroastrian.”*! Thus,
any contemporary variety of “Zoroastrianism” had to gain legitimacy
as an object of study.

Some subsequent studies of modern Zoroastrianism in India rein-
forced this notion. Philip G. Kreyenbroek and Shehnaz Neville Mun-
shi’s interview collection of Parsi Zoroastrianism in Mumbai in the
1990s showed that even Indian Zoroastrians viewed their ethnic reli-
gion as non-monolithic and often expressed their belonging to the Zo-
roastrian community in different ways.?> They grouped the collected
material, namely interviews, around traditionalist, neo-traditionalist,
modernist, and eclectic categories and were dedicated to discussing
Zoroastrianism as cultural heritage trends in religious Parsi groups
and movements.”® The esoteric beliefs were also included.?* The di-
versity of Parsi religious practices in the 1980s was also highlighted in
an earlier study by the anthropologist Tanya Luhrmann in 1996.* In
2022, Mariano Errichiello’s doctoral thesis at SOAS of the University
of London was dedicated to the esoteric //m-e-Khshnoom movement.*
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Due to the political situation in the country after 1979, the study of
modern Zoroastrians in Iran was much more complex than in India
and the diaspora, so it was limited to a few anthropological studies
and book projects.”’” The recent studies by Sarah Stewart in collab-
oration with Iranian scholars are significant as they have preserved
the oral heritage in two collections of interviews with Iranian Zoro-
astrians from the urban centers of Tehran, Kerman, Ahvaz, Shiraz,
Esfahan and the city of Yazd and surrounding villages.”® However, the
fragments from over 300 interviews present a picture of a relatively
closed ethnic minority with locally formed, almost monolithic views
of the Zoroastrian religion, even in urban settings, which contrasts
with Kreyenbroek’s and Munshi’s description of Parsi Zoroastrianism.
Stewart claimed that the “teaching of Zoroastrianism in Iran is defined
by the quest for historical continuity within the literary tradition.”*

With his seminal social-historical studies on Zoroastrianism world-
wide, the most comprehensive to date, Michael Stausberg mapped out
the panorama of ethnic Indian and Iranian Zoroastrianism in the 1990s
and the early 2000s. He included many descriptions of teachings and
communities that, in previous centuries, were inspired (but not always
accepted) by ethnic Zoroastrians.’® Later on, Stausberg’s work con-
tinued the discussion of alternative and diverse images of what con-
temporary Zoroastrianism could be. In one article, partly drawing on
Richard Dawkins’ theory of memes, he discussed seven cases of in-
novations in the history of Zoroastrianism. He claimed that “forms of
elaborations and reconfigurations of Zoroastrian memes by persons
who were not primarily socialised into (ethnic) Zoroastrianism™' have
created communities or “para-Zoroastrianisms.” The examination of
Russian Zoroastrianism outlined there adheres to the paradigm in Re-
ligious Studies that recognizes the variety within modern expressions
of religious life. In Stausberg’s view, it is an example of the practiced
Zoroastrian religion, which can be interpreted as a particular “variety
of ‘para-tradition,’ i.e., where cultural information has been replicated
outside the line of ethnic transmission.”*

Origins, Types, and Tendencies of Russian Zoroastrian Commu-

nities
Local reinterpretations of Zoroastrian practices in the post-Soviet
space, far away from India and Iran and any Western Zoroastrian di-
aspora, have been known since the early 1990s, and they have been
under scholarly consideration since the 2000s.** In the eyes of schol-
ars of religions, the communities, also in a discursive sense,** claim-
ing to practice Zoroastrianism in this territory are distinguished by
their place of origin. In this way, at least two categories can be dis-
tinguished. The first includes Central Asian groups (e.g., in Tajikistan
and Uzbekistan), which are now, as in the past, poorly studied. These
communities were organized by local intellectuals who felt deeply
connected to the ancient Iranian heritage and were initially open to
international contacts. They viewed Zoroastrianism as a better alter-
native to expanding, diverse types of Islam and set themselves up as
“cultural centers/houses.” The second category is represented by Zo-
roastrian communities in other parts of post-Soviet Eurasia (Russia:
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St Petersburg, Moscow, Perm, Novosibirsk; Belarus: Minsk, Vitebsk;
Ukraine: Kyiv; Latvia: Riga; and others) that owed their emergence
to a mass media celebrity, astrologer Pavel P. Globa (b. 1953). Most of
them were an extension of or based on his astrological courses, which
were later renamed Avestan Schools of Astrology. As a rule, these
Avestan astrology groups, with a distinct predominance of women,
have sought no other authority than Globa’s as a “hereditary Zoro-
astrian (priest),” as he used to present himself in public at the begin-
ning of his career as a Zoroastrian leader. With a few exceptions, they
have not tried to gain any further acceptance from Indian and Iranian
Zoroastrians. Parallel to them, and sometimes based on Avestan as-
trology, there have been neo-Zoroastrian trends in the 2000s, inspired
in many ways by Central Asian and Iranian converts who wanted to
feel part of the global “ethical,” non-ethnic neo-Zoroastrian movement
(the early Moscow Russian Anjoman).* That is why Zoroastrianism
in Russian urban settings may be considered contemporary, almost
conflict-free “cross-cultural appropriation,”® and a new religion in
its own right, expressing different “living styles” of Zoroastrianism.
These living styles have been shaped by the persistent assertion of a
“Zoroastrian identity” in the public sphere (in newspapers, on TV, and
on the Internet: YouTube, WhatsApp, and Telegram messengers’’), a
supportive legal framework onsite for so-called “traditional” religions
(from time to time officially registered as “religious communities”),
as well as regularly performed rituals in individual and collective so-
cial contexts over the past thirty years. However, since their official
registration in the mid-1990s, Russian Zoroastrian communities have
continually restructured their practices, beliefs, and institutions. It is
worth considering that these doctrinal and ritual changes took place
in virtual isolation from foreign Zoroastrian communities, against the
background of exchanges with other mainly Russian neopagan groups.
Such re-arrangements have often been negotiated as schisms and in-
ner conflicts, and gradually, communities have become self-regulated,
weakly hierarchized groups. Over time, it became clear that the Zoro-
astrian branch in post-Soviet Eurasia, originating from the Avestan as-
trological schools, turned out to be the most stable community, albeit
gradually dwindling. Occasionally, and to a minimal extent, it has also
been supported by some Parsi individuals and organizations (includ-
ing Meher Master-Moos organizations, i.e., Mazdayasnie Monasterie;
Zoroastrian College; All India Shah Behram Baug Society), some Ira-
nian mobedyars, the Swedish Zoroastrian Universal Community, and
maintained many contacts (mainly written communication) with vari-
ous American Zoroastrian organizations (for instance, the Federation
of Zoroastrian Associations of North America [FEZANA]). Prolonged
observation of practitioners and their activities allows us to see the re-
lationship between constant and changing elements and enables us to
attempt some diachronic comparisons.
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Fig. 1-2. The Russian translation of the Khorde (Small) Avesta by Mikhail Chistiakov, 2005, used by the
khorbad of the community in St Petersburg during the weekly rituals and festivals. © Mikhail Chistiakov.

To sketch out the religious practices of Russian Zoroastrianism, I

38

would like to focus on the religion of the Zoroastrian community of Aleksandra Zasiad’ko, “What Does It Mean to Be

St Petersburg. Since its official establishment in 1994, this community
has been an offshoot of the local Avestan astrological school and a kind
of “showcase” of Russian Zoroastrianism. Some of its most constant
elements refer to astrological and autochthonous interpretations of Zo-
roastrian beliefs and ritual practices, including those that are esoteric.
Despite the tiny number of members (regular community meetings are
currently held in a rented room in the northwest of the city by usually
3-5 people),*® the consolidating ritual, which to a greater extent shapes
their (Russian) Zoroastrian identity (in addition to home prayers of in-
dividual Zoroastrians), is a liturgy in front of the altar with a metal afri-
nagan-fire vase. The arrangement of the prayers was established by the
first junior leader (mladshii nastoiatel’, literary “junior dean/rector”) of
the community, Mikhail Chistiakov, who was appointed to this office
by Globa, the senior leader (starshii nastoiatel’). Globa practically did
not perform any rituals except initiations at the very beginning of the
community’s formation. After that, he had only a remote function as
a leader. Chistiakov described the structure of the Zoroastrian liturgy
proper as he understood it in 2005 in his translated Russian collection
of Khorde Avesta.® There, he showed that even though a Zoroastrian
liturgy consists of obligatory sequences, the believers can construct
some parts during home prayers. Chistiakov’s book is a compilation of
Ervad Maneck Furdoonji Kanga’s Khordeh Avesta (1993), with translit-
eration and Russian translation from English. The priest in charge of the
Zoroastrian community, Chistiakov’s successor, continues to follow
the same order. According to him, the liturgy usually begins with the
tying of the sacred girdle kushti and Srosh baj, followed by a Gah (a
prayer for one of the five periods of the day, most often Uzerin) and
Yasht (a hymn to the deity of the day [Solar calendar], the so-called
central prayer of their liturgy). Ahuna vairyo and other Zoroastrian
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manthras are an integral part of diverse sequences. The routine cere-
mony concludes with reciting final prayers and blessings, such as con-
fessions to Ahura Mazda and the Zoroastrian faith (Doa Nam Setayesh
and Din-no-Kalmo). Some lines of Avestan prayers are duplicated in
the Russian language. Generally, the junior leader or a khorbad takes
the lead in the ceremony in the community space. ** He stands closer
to the fire and reads prayers from a book while the rest of the partici-
pants try to pray with him. This is not always possible because the “lay
people” often do not know the prayers by heart. The liturgy, called bo-
gosluzhenie (divine service), or ritual (ritual), ends in communion with
a sip of red wine. The second part of the “meeting” in the community,
as explained on the website, consists of a tea party, where, among other
things, a “tea drink from Rosebay willowherb (/van-chai), collected in
ecologically clean places™ is offered to the community members and
their guests. This tea, an “original Russian beverage,” is a favorite of
Russian New Agers and ecovillagers close to neopagan groups; it is
widespread among Anastasians.* Currently, this liturgy is performed
collectively every week and on various Zoroastrian holidays, such as
the Spring New Year Nouruz, or six seasonal festivals, such as gahan-
bars, and translated on the Telegram Messenger channel Zoroastriitsy
Sankt-Peterburga (St Petersburg Zoroastrians) with 159 subscribers.

Even though the Zoroastrian community was founded as a tru-
ly independent, “traditional” religious organization and is declared
as such in its official documents and statutes, it cannot be consid-
ered in isolation from its environment, which is understood both in
a broader sense as a socio-political, in this case Russian, post-Soviet
background, and in a narrower but no less critical sense as part of the
permanent cultic milieu or a milieu of Avestan astrology groups. We
cannot foresee the extent to which Russian Zoroastrianism will disap-
pear in just one generation or experience another revival in the future,
as the adherents hoped and continued to wish for in their interviews in
2023.% However, it is clear that after the flourishing of the Avestan as-
trological schools in the 1990s and their gradual decline in the 2000s,
the number of people who consider themselves Russian Zoroastrians
has also declined sharply to a few hundred at most. The inflow of new,
younger community members is relatively negligible. This gradual de-
cline seems to be continuing.

Russian Zoroastrianism in Context of the (Post-)Soviet New Age
The tendencies and parameters characterizing this type of Russian Zo-
roastrianism (also called Astro-Zoroastrianism*) in the St Petersburg
Zoroastrian community are diverse. Its esoteric component(s)—even
if seemingly essential to the untrained eye—do not indicate a specific
type of “Zoroastrian esotericism”; rather, they are just a few of the
identity markers® that bring it closer to the particular forms of local
New Age religiosity that emerged in the Soviet urban underground in
the 1970s and spread in the 1990s. This New Age religiosity is first
and foremost obliged to intellectual history and the reading and recep-
tion of popular occultism, mysticism, and philosophical literature that
spread in imperial Russia at the beginning of the twentieth century
and has been preserved in the Soviet Union in libraries and private
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Fig. 3. The khorbad of the Zoroastrian community,
performing a communal ritual with a live translation
on the community’s Telegram channel, 2024.
Photograph © Zoroastriitsy Sankt-Peterburga.
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collections. It also used to exist in the circulation of esoteric samizdat
self-published and secretly copied or reprinted literature.*®

During the Soviet period, esoteric groups, as well as any other
organizations offering an alternative to state structures, which were
based on the philosophy of materialism and atheism, were persecuted
for ideological reasons. As a result, most people interested in any kind
of religion or mysticism had to rely on finding and reading such liter-
ature.”” Born in the early 1950s, Globa was an active seeker in the late
Soviet cultic milieu.*® According to some testimonies, he participated
in groups and “spiritual” training in the Moscow underground in the
1970s and gradually gained ground as an astrology teacher and, then,
as a charismatic leader of many astrological groups scattered through-
out the post-Soviet space.”’ In the early 1980s, he and his colleagues
began to meet in private apartments, where they discussed occult liter-
ature or organized paid astrology courses. Globa’s television career as
an astrologer began in the late 1980s. This was illegal because private
entrepreneurship had been banned in the 1960s and was punished by
the Soviet authorities since the Law on individual labor activity, which
allowed entrepreneurship, was not passed until 1986.

Fig. 4. Tamara and Pavel Globa discussed Avestan astrology, Zervanite teaching, and theosophical races
in the TV program Around the World on May 13, 1991.

So, looking back, the contemporary New Agers’ interest in Zoroas-
trianism is related to at least two aspects. The first is an attraction for
non-European, Oriental religions in general, a process known as the
“Easternization” of the European religious space.*® The second aspect,
in particular, is the long tradition of European reception of the Zo-
roastrian religion as an exoticism, especially regarding the figure of
Zoroaster portrayed as a mystic who gained secret knowledge and pos-
sessed a special gift of divination.”' Both were intensified from the fin
de siecle until World War I and found their expression in the literary,
philosophical, and historical works of the time. These tendencies are
also found in the publications of French occultists and the transnation-
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al Theosophical Society (a harbinger of the New Age Movement of the
1970s). The founders of the Theosophical Society, Helena P. Blavatsky
(1831-1891) and, especially, Colonel Henry Steel Olcott (1832—1907),
were interested in the Zoroastrian religion and tried to link it to their
vision of occultism through public lectures, which attracted many fol-
lowers among Parsis.”> We find many of their ideas in later theosoph-
ical works. For instance, Annie Besant (1847-1933) saw Zoroaster in
the chain of other great sages of humanity as the “World Teacher of the
third Aryan sub-race, who initiated the Aryanization of Persia.”* At
the beginning of the twentieth century, Theosophy also inspired astrol-
ogy. This was characterized by the “affinity of many of its practitioners
with theosophy and with the gradual transition from an event-oriented
to a psychologizing practice,”* and this “double affiliation” affected
literature on the astrology of the period.

Fig. 5. Zarathushtra’s Mountain at the confluence of two rivers, Kama and Chusovaya, Perm Krai, Russia,
2005. © Oleg Lushnikov.

Yet, once again, the discourses on Zarathushtra and the Zoroastrian
religion developed after World War II. They spread in the mass cul-
ture of Western societies and globally from the late 1960s onwards.
Moreover, we should not underestimate the further “end products” of
the appropriation of the Zoroastrian religion in the twentieth century
by various discourses, not only religious discourses, and especially at
the beginning of this century, as significant structural and technolog-
ical changes were taking place. Simultaneously, the desire for radical
change and rebellion are precisely the qualities that symbolize the Ni-
etzschean Zoroaster figure, highly influential among intellectual elites
throughout the twentieth century. In this regard, the Russian Empire
and the Soviet state were no exception. In the post-World War II peri-
od in the Soviet Union, such ideas were transmitted secretly through
samizdat literature.*

The contextual account sketched out above, while necessary for
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historically grounded studies of religions, is not comprehensive,*® but
we must understand how the trans-European reception of ethnic Zo-
roastrianism and the figure of the Prophet Zarathushtra attracted the
attention of post-Soviet New Agers and became the motivation for the
creation of a new religion. This should help us to understand the con-
text-text intersections and set up some esoteric elements and struc-
tures, which I will examine at the simplified but interconnected levels
of (1) belief, (2) practice, and (3) institutionalization among the St Pe-
tersburg Zoroastrian community.

Spiritual Leadership, Exclusivity of Belief, and Multiple Levels of

Secrecy
Doubtlessly, the “original” meaning of Zoroastrianism in Globa’s and
his followers’ eyes has been contingent upon several historical works
devoted to the studies of ancient Zoroastrianism.”” The discussion of
“authentic” or “proper” Zoroastrianism has taken one of the central
places in the pages of the magazine of the Zoroastrian community, Mi-
tra (1997-2017), and Globa’s seminal books Living Fire (1996, 2008)
and Teaching of the Ancient Aryans (2007), the anonymous booklet
Zervan-Zoroastrianism (1997), inspired by theosophical ideas of races
in a compilation edited by one of Globa’s students, and many other
sources such as astrological and Zoroastrian conference speeches.

In his recent study on secrecy, analyzing the Theosophical So-
ciety, Hugh Urban inferred that “Blavatsky’s secret doctrine remains
among the clearest examples of the central paradox inherent in most
forms of religious secrecy. This is the paradox that we can call the
advertised secret, as the active cultivation of a public reputation of con-
cealed knowledge. This paradox involves not only the use of a complex
‘language of secrecy’ and ‘occult rhetoric’ but also the cultivation of
an entire occult personality—an occult habitus or mode of being that
includes dress, comportment, mannerisms, and speech that generates
the aura of secret knowledge and hidden power.”>’

This paradox of the “advertised secret” explains some strategies of
contemporary astrologers with their prognoses in the public sphere, as
well as Globa’s active public promotion of Zoroastrianism as a “secret
wisdom.” The self-presentation and construction of his teaching with
different spheres and levels of accessibility strongly resemble theo-
sophical ideas in their older, fin de siécle fashion.®® Globa’s “occult
habitus” manifests itself in dress and gestures and a certain modus
operandi of rhetorical silence. In other words, he consciously worked
on his own image as a “spiritual teacher,” who, in public speeches and
numerous interviews, turned out to be much higher than the “spiritual
level” of his students. Some of his former colleagues and followers
have mentioned experiencing a special state of mind during Globa’s
astrology lectures, even after listening to them on tape recordings. Al-
though they have criticized his fickle assertions and prediction mis-
takes, most also recognized Globa’s extraordinary visionary abilities.®!

In a very similar “theosophical” way, Globa distinguished two lev-
els in teaching Zoroastrianism: inner and outer, esoferic and exoteric.
At this point, it should be noted that on the level of references, Globa
draws on texts that were themselves held as authoritative by theoso-
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phists and some Parsis, such as the Dasatir, a mystical compilatory
work published in the Persian Sufi milieu in the sixteenth century.®
In reaching the first level, he asserts the importance of genealogical
affiliation to the secret ancestral tradition, especially in relation to his
somewhat legendary grandfather, Ivan N. Gantimurov, whose mater-
nal ancestors were supposed to be of Iranian descent (and, he believes,
of Zoroastrian, or even particularly “secret Zoroastrian” or so-called
Zervanite descent).”® According to Globa, his grandfather, who tried to
build the first Zoroastrian temple in Russia, was supported by Iranians
and Azerbaijanis living in St Petersburg, but the idea was never real-
ized.%* For his students who, of course, cannot claim to belong to the
priestly class of secret Zervanites as he did or even to be Zoroastrian
by birth, this level of involvement in Zoroastrian teaching is inacces-
sible. It was understood that Globa’s Russian followers could improve
their knowledge and practice rituals, but in his opinion, their potential
would remain very limited.

Surprisingly, the Western and traditionalist construction of Zoro-
astrianism as a religion based on the sacred scriptures (the Avesta) and
transmitted by Ahura Mazda through his prophet Zarathustra to the
people, also plays out on the level of the invention of Russian Zoroas-
trianism. Similarly, Globa articulated a special, true doctrine (Zerva-
nism) that manifests itself through a book (Zervan-namag) (or rather,
he transforms and adds to what is already known from books). Globa
appeared as a New Age prophet who taught people how to distinguish
the true teaching from the false teaching and make a (proper) choice
at the beginning of the coming new (Aquarian) era.

In the 1990s, Globa insisted on the exclusivity of his Zervanite
belief in relation to the historical perspective; later, it gradually faded
into the background, especially in public speeches. Similar to many
other esotericists operating in the vivid post-Soviet “religious mar-
ket,” he offered a version of Zoroastrianism that was interpreted as de-
scending from “ancient secret knowledge.”® Thus, in Globa’s opinion,
Zoroastrianism was divided into two main currents: Zoroastrianism/
Mazdeism®® and Zervanism (spelled as Zurvanism in academic works).
Even though Mazdeism can be understood as a prototype of contem-
porary Zoroastrianism, its valuable essence was “esoteric Zoroastri-
anism” or Zervanism,” the teaching that was named after the main
deity Zervan, conceptualized in two guises as finite and infinite time.
The esoteric tradition of Zervanism had to have a particular canon
and rituals, which differed from the “orthodox” Zoroastrian tradition
but is completely hidden. In terms of religion and in strict opposition
to his followers, Globa describes himself as the only “real” Zervanite
and mage in the entire territory of the former Soviet Union. He also
emphasizes that he cannot exclude some Zervanites “allegedly living
in Tajikistan.” He was convinced that there is also an Iranian Zervanite
community that continues to exist near Tabriz in Iran.%®
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At the beginning of his “Zoroastrian” mission, Globa explained to
the students that the “philosophical foundations” of Zoroastrianism
are most accurately outlined in a certain compiled Pahlavi scripture,
Zervan-namag, which is still unknown to scholars. In this way, Globa
(perhaps unconsciously) repeats the strategy of earlier esotericists, the
closest example of which is again Blavatsky, highly influential in the
(post-)Soviet cultic milieu. Blavatsky claimed that her Secret Doctrine
(1888), translated in the 1930s by a Russian theosophist and one of the
inventors of Agni Yoga, Helena Roerich, and distributed in samizdat
after World War II, was nothing more than a commentary on the “se-
cret” book of Dzyan/Dzan in which seven stanzas were about cosmic
evolution (Cosmogenesis)® and twelve described the true creation of
man (Anthropogenesis). Similarly, the Book of Dzyan itself was shown
to Blavatsky in her own words only during a visit to a Tibetan monas-
tery and has never been studied by any scholar.

According to Globa, the relatively old manuscript was a handwrit-
ten collection of all sorts of fragments of Persian texts, not entirely
coherent, now in Globa’s possession and available to no one except
him. In his lectures given in the early 1990s, Globa quoted some pas-
sages and re-told myths “of the Zervan-namag.” From the nature of
the statements, this should be imagined as a (fictional) literary work
compiled from the reception of mystical, Gnostic, Pythagorean, Neo-
platonic, and Hinduist elements. Some of the mentioned concepts and
terms can be understood only against the background of Hindu beliefs
(e.g., zarma, meaning karma) or contemporary esoteric discourses and
concepts.

The references to Zervanism and Zervan-namag cross the imag-
inary bridge to Avestan astrology (“every Zervanite was an astrolo-
ger”). As for astrological ideas and the system of horoscopes crystal-
lized out of Zervanite or similar heritages, they represent a compilation
of Zoroastrian mythology, modern Western astrological teachings,
and original interpretations.”” The concept of khvarna (from Avestan
x'arsnah- “[divine/royal, etc.,] glory, shine, highness, majesty” with
later interpretations outside the Zoroastrian tradition, for instance, in
occultism) has conventional meanings but is understood by Globa as
belonging to the context of New Age holistic healing practices, “pos-
itive Cosmic energy,” and the occult term egregor (for instance, “Zo-
roastrian egregor”) (from Greek &yprjyopog, egregoros “wakeful” but
reinterpreted in an occult sense by English theosophist and astrologer
Alan Leo or mystic writer Daniil Andreev, who saw in it “other-mate-
rial formations that arise from some psychic extractions of humanity
over large collectives”’!). This concept easily fit into the worldview of
Globa and his followers and harmonized with other components. As
such, however, they are primarily linked to both the late Soviet New
Age milieu and its esoteric /ingua franca.

Practicing Avestan Astrology
Even though astronomical and astrological elements in Young Avestan,
and especially in Pahlavi texts, occupy a prominent place, they are ne-
glected in most scholarly works. The reason may have been the prem-
ise that “astrology has been an implicit embarrassment to all views of
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Fig. 6. Fragment of a handwritten transcript of one
lecture at the Avestan School of Astrology in St
Petersburg in 1997, describing a Zervan meditation.
Photograph by Aleksandra Zasiad’ko, 2023, © The
Zoroastrian Community of St Petersburg.
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Zoroastrianism that take the doctrine of free will and ethical choice
as the fundamentals of the religion.”’”> However, according to Enrico
Raffaelli’s latest studies, the Pahlavi texts show that the Zoroastrian
written tradition in the Sassanian and early Islamic periods retained
the capacity for “intellectual creativity that had previously allowed it
to include and adapt to its theological corpus notions and doctrines of
multifarious type and origin,” including astrological beliefs.”? Since
the late 1990s, astrology has been the subject of textual research into
ancient Zoroastrianism. Still, astrology practiced inside contemporary
Zoroastrianism, such as that of the Parsis, has so far remained outside
the scope of scholarly consideration.
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Fig. 7. Natal chart of the archaeological site of Arkaim, made with the help of the astrological program
Astro-Zero, using particular (“Zervan-Zoroastrian”) signs for some planets and Zodiac signs, on the day
of Nouruz, 21.3.2007. © Pavel Volynkin.

As surprising as the “revival” of an unknown post-Soviet Avestan as-
trology may seem, this reinvention appears to me to be entirely ratio-
nal in the vein of New Age spirituality and its relentless agenda to “fill
in the gaps” left by academic research in the analysis of Pahlavi or
Avestan astrological beliefs, and in fact to create new meanings. In the
popularization of Avestan astrology, at least two aspects played a sig-
nificant role: (1) the presence of astrological ideas and their fragments
in Zoroastrian literature, which was translated into Russian by schol-
ars, and (2) new insights into psychological and philosophical astrolo-
gy in the twentieth century (reprints and translations of the influential
theosophists Alan Leo [1875-1917] and Dane Rudhyar [1895-1985]
were circulating in Soviet samizdat). In the lengthy discussions about
free will and predicting the future, these two aspects eliminated this
contradiction, transforming astrology into a therapeutic tool. Given the
Soviet people’s growing interest in their own “Orient”—Central Asia,
impacted by Iranian culture and languages—Globa, a historian-archi-
vist by profession and a gifted New Age bricoleur by nature, had no
difficulty in initiating his own style of astrology based on the myth
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of “secret Zoroastrians” and “mystical initiations.” For him, astrology
is a part of “clandestine knowledge” (ergo Zervanism), “language of
God,” “sacral science,” and at the same time, “sacred art,” which helps
to make the “proper choice” for the “right” position in the world, also
for the Zoroastrian religion.”* Although in recent YouTube videos, Glo-
ba insists that he “developed (earlier, he used to say that he inherited
this astrological tradition and was just sharing it with others [4.7]]) the
Avestan astrology in the past 45 years,”” Avestan astrology was pre-
sented in the early 1990s as a revival of lost “traditional” knowledge.
As to the New Age milieus, they have often been characterized by the
“integration of older divinatory practices (astrology, tarot, and I Ching)
with standard psychological counselling,”’® which also aptly describes
the occult knowledge transmitted in the Avestan Schools of Astrology.
Also, supposedly “Avestan” symbols of planets, Zodiac signs, and Zer-
van signs, actively recommended to all students of Avestan schools of
astrology for casting various horoscopes or making magical talismans,
are nothing but innovations within the local New Age movement.

A Question of Authority in a New Age Zoroastrian Community
Initially, the first Zoroastrian community in St Petersburg construed
itself as a religious organization with a charismatic, almost autocratic
leader at the helm. For this purpose, the members have chosen a struc-
ture of the “traditionalist” and “revivalist” (or represented as such)
community, emphasizing the unique position of Globa in the Russian
Zoroastrian doctrine and his authority as the only “spiritual” and “se-
nior” leader of the community.”” At the same time, Russian Orthodox
Christian and New Age connotations can be traced in the designation
of hierarchy and spheres of activity in the official statute of the com-
munity. It was open not only to students of astrological courses but
also to other seekers, sympathizers with the Zoroastrian religion, and
random guests. It remains so to this day and is often a meeting place
for passing Parsi visitors or young Iranians studying Russian in St Pe-
tersburg.’®

The idea of autocratic leadership which is understood as “tradi-
tional Zoroastrian” leadership, could never be realized. The reasons
were various: Globa’s permanent absence from the city (he has lived in
many places and many countries, but most of his life in Moscow), his
alleged disinterest in practical leadership as well as his ongoing pursuit
of his core business of traveling and giving astrological lectures for
Avestan Schools of Astrology throughout the entire post-Soviet space,
holding talks via mass media, casting horoscopes, and writing books.

The performance of collective liturgies described above, the teach-
ing of common prayers and rituals, and the organization of Zoroastrian
festivals according to the specific Astro-Zoroastrian calendar devel-
oped by Globa and his students rested on the shoulders of the khor-
bads, second-rank clergy within the Zoroastrian community initiated
by Globa. In the mid-1990s, there were about a dozen of them. As the
community began to hold frequent (at the beginning, twice weekly)
ritual gatherings (“divine services”), Globa blessed one khorbad for
the primary role onsite as a “junior leader,” who served until 2015.

Although the community had been autonomous for many years
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and its leader Globa had ceased to visit it in the early 2000s, the lay
people and the rest of the khorbads tried to maintain this link by com-
ing to Moscow for advice for various reasons, as they did not consider
themselves entitled to make certain decisions (for instance, conceptu-
alizing a new issue of the magazine Mitra) without Globa’s permis-
sion. Since the late 2000s, the reference to Zervanism as a name for a
particular type of Zoroastrianism has faded. This was probably due to
the gradual growth of the community’s autonomy, as external contacts
with Iranians and Indians through travel and guest visits strengthened
the community members’ identity as Zoroastrians. After a conflict be-
tween the community members in 2019, which can be described as
somewhat generational, one part of the community obtained a new
official registration in 2022 as the “Zoroastrians of St Petersburg,”
where neither Zervano-Zoroastrianism nor Globa were mentioned as
spiritual authorities.”” The latest statute stated that the new commu-
nity should be regulated by the General Meeting of the members and
the Council (5.1). In contrast, the belief of the community is based on
“Avesta-teaching,” which includes “Avesta, Gathas, and Avestan as-
trology” (1.3). Over time, the idea of authority in the community has
evolved from the absolute rule of the spiritual leader to the co-gover-
nance of several khorbads and finally to the virtual disappearance of
the governing body. This unstable dynamic differs from Zoroastrian
ethnic communities, where hierarchical relationships are clearly ex-
pressed and maintained, and is certainly like other contemporary New
Age communities, such as Anastasians and Neopagans.

Concluding Remarks
The reflexive view of Russian Zoroastrianism implies that, despite
common elements and possible overlaps in doctrines and ritual prac-
tices, the narrative of the believers and its vernacular character are
determined by the historical and cultural contextual uniqueness of
the religion in which they are involved. As previously mentioned, in
the view of many scholars of Zoroastrianism, any contemporary form
of self-ascription to “Zoroastrian religion” had to inevitably acquire
validation as a subject for academic research. Living religions, even
modern Parsi Zoroastrianism, may also contain mystical or occult el-
ements or strands of esoteric discourses—created, borrowed, or (re)
interpreted—that must be distinguished in each case and specific con-
text. However, such a contextual understanding does not allow accu-
rate and valuable conclusions to be drawn about other “varieties” of
Zoroastrianism by analogy because of differences in social and cultur-
al conditions. It is therefore worth asking how necessary it is to have
a field of research such as Zoroastrian esotericism, where there are
not many exponents of para-traditions, as opposed to, for example, the
broad field of Islamic esotericism (at least large complexes of Sh1'T and
Isma‘ilie esotericism, Sufism, and Traditionalist Islamic esotericism).®
What would be the practical use of such a field for studying religions?
While the study and description of different types/discourses of es-
otericism—depending on the definition—can still be understood as
a research program, what about comparison? I thus believe the only
way out for researchers is to describe in detail what they observe or
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what other studies ignore, namely the dynamics of esoteric, occult, or
New Age elements and discourses and their correlation with others that
believers consider to be (appropriated) “traditional” components, as
described in the example of the St Petersburg Zoroastrian community.

Returning to the questions posed at the beginning of this essay,
it is worth noting that the local believers’ categories (including the
esoteric) vary. They also are unstable and can be replaced by others or
by further analogies gained through conversations with fellow Zoroas-
trians and New Age seekers, through studying various kinds of liter-
ature, or through acquiring specialized knowledge from the Internet.
The range of the sources is wide and probably inexhaustible: from spe-
cial religious instructions in the spirit of Parsi traditionalism to esoter-
ic instructions. Nor should we exclude non-religious discourses, such
as political or economic discourses, with their vocabularies and prac-
tices, which significantly impact the lives and identities of community
members. Can we provide a clear answer to the question as to what
extent the use of occult or divination practices, such as casting horo-
scopes, can make the religion of the Russian Zoroastrians completely
esoteric, or can consider it to be so? Can we determine whether it con-
tains a specifically Zoroastrian type of esotericism? Instead, we do
not. Since Avestan astrology, theosophy, neopagan, and other elements
and discourses cover only part of the needs of the individuals and the
community, they are still complementary to their religious pursuits.
Thus, esoteric ideas or practices are not incorporated into liturgies and
daily prayer rites, for which other authorities, texts, and YouTube vid-
eos of Iranian and Persian Zoroastrian priests are used. We can only
state that if Russian Zoroastrianism is supposed to represent a kind
of “para-tradition,” then such a para-tradition is hardly comparable in
its relationship to the source of inspiration, i.e., ethnic Zoroastrianism
and, to a greater extent, possesses the characteristics of its cultural and
religious environment.

Based on careful linguistic study, we observe hermeneutic polyph-
ony in analyzing heterogeneous beliefs and their fragments, even at
the level of texts. The Avestan and Middle Persian Zoroastrian scrip-
tures—which may trace quite different “versions” of Zoroastrianism,
depending on time and place—contain some elements that we might
interpret as popular divination practices or magical formulae. In the
living tradition, they can undoubtedly be regarded as no less essential
components of the Zoroastrian religion(s), despite the fact that they
contradict the basic provisions of the “Zoroastrian ethos” so conscious-
ly reconstrued by scholars of past generations.®! Considering Zoroas-
trian texts and practices within the framework of New Age spirituality,
which can be presented as “a set of tools from which each individual
New Ager can select and combine elements ad lib,”®? we can see that
only individual experience, living religion, is determinative. It is this,
and not necessarily the mechanism of community control (which is
minimal in the case of the St Petersburg Zoroastrians), that is deci-
sive in interpreting the scriptures and creating one’s own idea of the
“ancient hidden knowledge” and its practices. Most likely, after thirty
years, we can still observe in Russian Zoroastrianism the co-existence
of various fluctuations and trends in ideas and rituals, and at the level
of the institution, which are far from complete.
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Charuk Revan and Magus Faustoos are two Iranian artists who have pioneered the Iranian Black metal
scene, using their music to promote Zoroastrianism and pre-Zoroastrian esotericism. Unfortunately, their
passion for music led them to flee Iran, where they faced severe persecution for their art. Magus, a mu-
sician with a PhD in Theology, was imprisoned and tortured for his work, while Charuk, a female Black
metal artist raised in an Azeri family, was forced to leave Iran when her music and psychology school
was shut down by the government. Today, they reside in Germany as political refugees. While Western
Black metal often incorporates ancient legends and esoteric traditions, musicians in religiously authori-
tarian countries face severe penalties for doing so. In Iran, Black metal is considered a sinful form of art.
Magus and Charuk have a particular fascination with occult practices within Zoroastrianism and pre-Zo-
roastrianism wisdom. They aim to revive ancient Persian tales and mysticism by making use of a diverse
range of traditional folk instruments and teachings that date back to the pre-Islamic era. They view their
performances as an expression of the occult, an act of mystic transcendence shared with their audience.
Other Iranian Black metal musicians often incorporate pre-Islamic Neopagan themes and practices, but
scholars have yet to explore this connection. Through narrative interviews, I am investigating how Ira-
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Introduction
eavy metal music has both battled religion and danced with it.
Alternative religions, and religious practices, have traditionally

inspired bands at odds with organised religion.! Often, this association
is promoted by conservatives, but it is no secret that some musicians
have explicitly endorsed occult practices as well as Satanic and other
anti-Abrahamic beliefs and practices through their music.?

The British band Black Sabbath pioneered heavy metal during the
1970s.> Many subgenres followed, including Black metal. Based on
contrasts between harshness and harmony to create dark atmospheres,
Black metal is an extreme form of music. Bands belonging to the genre
often wear black-and-white makeup known as corpse paint along with
bullet belts, anti-religious symbols, studs, and weapons typical of me-
dieval times.* As part of their aggressive image, they promote pagan
practices while rejecting Christianity.

Over the past few decades, scholars have paid considerable atten-
tion to the relationship between alternative religions and Scandinavian
Black metal. Nevertheless, it is imperative to keep in mind that metal
music, including Black metal, is a global phenomenon, popular even
in contexts where playing it can lead to capital punishment. This is the
case in Iran. Iranian Black metal artists engage in pre-Islamic tradi-
tions in the same way their Western counterparts promote pre-Chri-
stian practices. Consequently, the Iranian authorities consider their
music blasphemous. In response, musicians use it as a form of resi-
stance.

In Iran, this genre of music is illegal for a multitude of reasons: 1)
the regime prohibits the production of metal music as a whole, 2) the
promotion of non-Islamic beliefs is criminalised, and 3) the regime is
worried about Iranians who are disenchanted with Islam and are turn-
ing to other religions, including Zoroastrianism.> While the constitu-
tion recognises Zoroastrians as a religious minority, there have been
many reports of oppression against them since the establishment of the
Islamic Republic.® Within this context, Black metal music becomes a
powerful and dangerous tool against the Islamic Republic.

Among the most vocal Black metal artists from Iran are Magus
and Charuk. Drawing inspiration from Zoroastrian and pre-Zoroa-
strian wisdom, including Mithraism, they view their performances as
a representation of the occult and a manifestation of mystical transcen-
dence, a transformative experience they endeavour to share with their
audience by means of their music.

Through narrative interviews, this article examines how Iranian
Black metal musicians use Zoroastrian and pre-Zoroastrian esoterici-
sm to resist the Iranian government.

Method
As a method of collecting data, narratives told during interviews have
a long history and are very common in the social sciences.” Currently,
narrative studies are not confined to one scholarly discipline. In nu-
merous fields of study, including history, anthropology, folklore, psy-
chology, sociolinguistics, and communication studies, narration has
embraced narrative as a research tool.® The definition of narrative is
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part of a long tradition and has evolved and morphed according to the
discipline. As noted by Riessman and Quinney,’ a narrative, accord-
ing to sociolinguists, is a unit of discourse that answers one specific
question and is arranged temporally. To social scientists, a personal
narrative typically includes extended accounts of lives developed over
multiple interviews.

Narrative analysis can be challenging and intriguing at the same
time. In structured and semi-structured interviews, the researcher asks
questions and receives answers with a specific research topic in mind.
It is important to recognise that in the narrative approach, objectives
may change or evolve throughout data collection, depending on what
the narrator reveals.'® I met my interlocutors during my work on a dif-
ferent project. While collecting the data, the subject of mysticism and
esotericism within Zoroastrianism as well as pre-Zoroastrianism came
up several times. Since this theme has proven persistent and influential
in their experiences and represents a new layer of Iranian music as a
form of resistance, I decided to explore it further.

The interviews were conducted between 2021 and 2023 in Eng-
lish. Since Charuk and Magus are political refugees and have experi-
enced trauma, establishing a trusting relationship was essential. Be-
cause narrative analysis requires the researcher to be a good listener,
I ensured that the participants did not unintentionally divulge more
information than they were comfortable with. I achieved this by main-
taining a transparent line of communication. I often reminded them to
indicate material as “off the record” whenever they believed something
was not intended for public disclosure. I conducted the interviews re-
motely. The process was protected by secure encrypted tunnels from
both ends. I then transcribed and coded the data, journaled my reflec-
tions and feelings regarding the analysis, and solicited participants’
feedback on my interpretations.!

The Lure of Neopaganism in Heavy Metal
Music is innately and universally capable of inspiring and manipulat-
ing listeners. Its ability to provoke and influence has been the topic of
research for quite some time. Whether it is Christian worship songs or
obscure Black metal, religious and popular forms of music have always
been closely related, as expressed through dialogue or conflict. Ac-
cording to Partridge,'> some of the lures of popular music are directly
related to the sacred, arising from its function in society, formation of
groups, and class identity. Thus, music is of interest to a wide range of
scholars for a multitude of reasons, and in a wide range of fields, from
comparative studies to sociology, not to mention religious studies.

For Eurich,” music opens a world beyond the mundane, in which
a person’s identification is accepted as a new experience of the possi-
bility of arranging it subjectively; thus “from the view of a sociology
of religion, pop music has become a competitor with religion.” Eurich
asserts that this experience is not only philosophical but also physio-
logical, given that music affects our bodies. Our central nervous sys-
tem is stimulated by amplifying instruments, resulting in feelings of
ecstasy like those associated with mysticism. In this sense, extreme
metal music is probably the most amplified, heavy, and aggressive
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popular music, distinguished by aggressive and distorted guitar riffs,
fast drumming, and screaming vocals. It has become extremely popu-
lar worldwide, despite its fascination with subjects that most consider
dark, such as alienation, or polarising' themes like esotericism, pagan-
ism, and Satanism."

Furthermore, metalheads’ refusal to embrace hegemonic ideolo-
gies and their possession of an ethos of freedom of expression makes
religion one of the core topics of this music, with Moberg and Partridge
having produced some of the most insightful research in this area. Par-
tridge theorises that despite secularisation in the West, spiritual and
paranormal interests are still popular. While some may think it trivial
to look at popular music when examining the fascination with this
topic, it is becoming increasingly clear that popular music can indeed
contribute to socially significant constructions of the sacred and the
profane.'® This point is particularly relevant to this article, since re-
searchers who use heavy metal as a case study are frequently branded
“fans” who romanticise their fandom; this is despite examples of ex-
cellent research.

Alternative religions are gaining popularity in non-Western coun-
tries, as well as in nations with religious authoritarian governments
such as Iran. These religions challenge traditional practices and in-
clude new religious movements, esoteric traditions, and non-tradition-
al spiritualities.”” Moberg'® researched how metal groups in the Nor-
dic countries actively engage with dark alternative spiritual themes
and ideas and, as a result, spread values associated with those themes
and ideas within metal culture as a whole. To him, dark spiritualit-
ies are focused on individuals and their self-sacralisation and devel-
opment. Furthermore, alternative spiritualities tend to place a high
value on continuity with ancient traditions, such as Celtic Druidism
or the pre-Christian Norse religion, accompanied by a strong senti-
ment against organised religion. It is here that the most extreme metal
groups can be found, where the prevalent attitude is individualism and
an appreciation for ancient traditions.

Manea,"” similarly to Moberg, examines how Nordic and Scandi-
navian bands reinvent heritage through Neopaganism. Here, I concen-
trate especially on the Black metal community’s interest in Neopagan-
ism, which, as Manea explains, is not confined to religious movements
alone, but rather aims to reconstruct and reinterpret pre-Christian her-
itage. Using religion and mythology as symbolic currency to accumu-
late cultural capital, Black metal offers an alternative to modernity and
conservative mainstream culture.

The artistic vision of Scandinavian Black metal bands reflects a
fascination with pre-Christian spirituality. This phenomenon first
emerged in Europe in the second half of the 1980s, especially in Nor-
way and Sweden with bands like Bathory and Celtic Frost.?’ The sec-
ond wave of Scandinavian Black metal (bands such as Mayhem, Bur-
zum, Emperor, and Marduk) further embraced neopagan values and
blamed Christian conversion for ending the Pagan golden era. Accord-
ing to their perspective, Christianity caused a rift between Europeans
and their cultural and spiritual origins.?! Van Vikernes, who is consid-
ered one of the most prominent artists of the Black metal movement,
has been convicted of multiple crimes. In 1994, he was sentenced to
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twenty-one years in prison for the murder of Qystein Aarseth, a rival
Black metal musician, and a series of church burnings.”> While these
crimes were committed by one person, they have inevitably created a
negative image of the genre. Ultimately, the Norwegian Black metal
bands of the 1990s were composed of teenagers who lived in a safe
country without many obstacles to overcome. As Khan-Harris ex-
plains: “It seems likely that scene members were engaged in a process
of one-upmanship, in which each attempted to be more transgressive
than the other, therefore.”>* The 1990s Black metal pagan “warriors”
hold a significant place in the history of Scandinavia’s forgotten pagan
heritage. Though many view them as a symbol of rebellion and a nod
to a bygone era, I argue that their legacy has been romanticised to a
great extent by their fans. Nevertheless, Black metal was an expression
of resistance against conservatives; this process began in the 1980s
when the pioneers sang about themes that inspired the actions perpe-
trated by the second wave of musicians.*

Neopaganism still thrives in Western extreme heavy metal, tak-
ing on new forms of resistance against mainstream culture. Some of
these more recent expressions, particularly representations of Norse
mythology and heritage, have found a wider audience due to more pop-
ular cultural productions.”® Extreme heavy metal engaging in Neop-
agan ideology is not isolated to the West. Despite little interest from
scholars, it is a fascinating topic to explore. In the pages that follow, I
will argue that an examination of this phenomenon within the Islam-
ic Republic reveals intriguing patterns of Neopaganism transgressive
revival.

Transgression Within the Iranian Black metal Scene: Blasphe-

mous Neopaganism
Iranian music suffered greatly in the wake of the 1979 Islamic Revolu-
tion. Music performances, radio, and television broadcasts of foreign
and Iranian music were prohibited. The official position of the regime
was that non-religious music was a drug and a vice that changed peo-
ple. Music, however, continued to thrive in the family circle despite all
efforts to eradicate it.>° All Western-style instruments (guitar, piano,
percussion, etc.) were banned.”” Music had to circulate in a secretive
way: cassettes, video cassettes, and CDs were illegally smuggled in
and purchased from illicit underground vendors, and concerts were
performed privately.?®

In 1979, most Iranians began to live a double life, where the public
and private spheres were completely different. In this atmosphere of
secrecy, heavy metal bands formed underground in the early 1980s,
playing mostly cover songs. The 1990s saw the rise of a scene where
many bands played their music. Metal bands primarily played ex-
treme metal genres such as thrash, death, and Black metal. In par-
ticular, Black metal musicians began to incorporate Persian musical
scales, ethnic instruments, and Persian history into their lyrics.?’ As
with Black metal musicians in Scandinavia, who felt that Christianity
had cancelled their pagan traditions, Iranian Black metal musicians
perceived the Islamic Revolution as the negation of their roots. This
was not only a perception; in the early days of the Islamic Republic,
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everything that called to mind, attested to, or celebrated the pre-Islam-
ic era was banned. For instance, Iranian publications on folklore were
discontinued.*

Rather than glorifying pre-Islamic Iran as the last Shah did, the
Islamic Republic emphasises the Islamic civilisation and Iranians’ role
in Islamic history. Ferdowsi’s epic poem, the Shahnameh, or the Book
of Kings, was rejected by the regime despite its being widely consid-
ered as a masterpiece of Persian language and literature. In addition
to being the Shah’s favourite epic poem, it represents what the regime
wanted to erase. Parts of Chand Dastan-e Bargozideh az Shahnameh,
a selection of stories from the Shahnameh, were censored; for instance,
certain phrases referring to “joy,” “dance,” “wine,” and “woman’ such
as “and they all played music and were merry, ate and danced.”

The Shahnameh is of particular interest here, as it is also impor-
tant to adherents of Zoroastrianism, who traditionally consider it to be
historical.> In conversations with Iranian metal artists over the years,
they often mention Shahnameh’s historical attributes. The Shahnameh
covers three major Iranian dynasties: the Peshdadian, the Kayanian,
and the Sasanian. Much of Zoroastrian religious history took place
during the Peshdadian and Kayanian dynasties, with the biggest event
being the advent of Zarathustra. For Zoroastrians, labelling this period
as mere mythology negates the most important period of Zoroastrian
and pre-Zoroastrian history.*® It is, therefore, not surprising that the
Shahnameh has become a symbol of resistance for Iranian intellec-
tuals and artists, since it serves as a token of what the regime has
attempted to suppress.

As evidenced by the censorship/repression of the Shahnameh, the
regime’s repressive policies are causing alienation from Islam. As Par-
tridge notes,** there has been a noticeable trend towards spirituality,
away from organised religions. The shift in recent times has meant that
people are placing greater importance on personal experience rather
than relying on external authority. Consequently, there has been in-
creasing interest in esotericism and other mystical beliefs. This trend is
not limited to the West alone. For instance, in Iran, there is a growing
interest in minority religions as well as pagan beliefs. Zoroastrianism,
in particular, is gaining popularity. Based on the 2020 survey con-
ducted by GAMAAN, titled “Iranians’ Attitudes Toward Religion,”
32% of the population identifies as Shi’ite Muslim, while approximate-
ly 9% identify as atheists, 8% as Zoroastrians, 7% as spiritual, 6% as
agnostic, and 5% as Sunni Muslim.* Several people support the faith
because of its indigenous roots, its mystic lure, its Persian heritage,
and its hostility to Islam, which they consider a foreign invasion. Even
though Zoroastrians are a protected minority, this has raised concern
among authorities, who continue to discriminate against them. As an
example, Zoroastrian-style weddings, conducted with Persian prayers
around a fire, were so popular that they were banned in 2019.% I ex-
plained above how some artists refer to Zoroastrianism not solely for
religious reasons, but also as an anti-regime political stance. Intrigu-
ingly, the oldest religion has evolved into an anti-religious movement.
Besides the fascination with Zoroastrianism, there is an increased
interest in pre-Islamic Iranian identity mostly among Iranian youth,
scholars, and intellectuals.’’
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As we will discuss in more detail later, Iranian extreme metal bands,
especially Black metal musicians, derive inspiration from ancient
pre-Islamic practices, composing songs inspired by Iranian folklore.
Detached from rigid rules, musicians and fans seek what Partridge
defines as a “pagan active space” and an “affective space,”® mental
zones in which people can reflect and are encouraged to act in cer-
tain ways. Zoroastrianism is significant to many Iranian metalheads
in their quest for spaces of freedom. It represents a rejection of the
religious regulations imposed by the authorities and a pursuit of what
has been suppressed since 1979.

Due to this phenomenon, as well as the advocacy for pre-Islamic
heritage, Black metal is considered one of the most dangerous musical
styles in the country. Despite the risks, however, a scene developed
around musicians who from the start have been aware that they may
face persecution, and who have in fact faced severe consequences, in-
cluding being charged and prosecuted for blasphemy or apostasy. Ma-
gus and Charuk are just two of the many metal musicians who have
faced such persecution.

Material Transgression for Social Change
Now that I have identified the use of Neopaganism in both Western
and Iranian Black metal, it is important to define what I mean by trans-
gression. Any form of heavy metal, including the most extreme, is no
longer considered transgressive in most secular countries. Although
these forms may be construed as provocative, they do not violate any
laws.** In its most basic sense, transgression means exceeding or cross-
ing a boundary or limit. Generally, these limits are established by laws,
rules, and social norms that are formulated, maintained, and justified
by different political organisations or institutions. This results in rely-
ing on these institutions while opposing them.* Therefore, transgres-
sion depends on the context in which it occurs. Transgressions are not
universal; rather, they depend on the country and socio-legal system in
which they are committed.

According to Kahn-Harris, Western extreme metal is provoca-
tive, although metalheads refute the implications of their actions when
questioned about their ideologies. Kahn-Harris describes this behav-
iour as “reflexive anti-reflexivity,”* which refers to the reluctance of
Black metal enthusiasts to acknowledge the genre’s connection with,
for instance, political implications. My experience as a musical jour-
nalist has allowed me to observe this behaviour. Many Western Black
metal bands are provocative, yet when asked about their actions, they
“play innocent.” Despite ripping a bible apart onstage minutes before,
when interviewed, many bands claim to be purely about music and not
about politics or religion. On the other hand, Iranian musicians proudly
claim their transgressive acts as forms of institutional and social crit-
icism.

Additionally, distinguishing provocation from transgression is im-
portant here, in my opinion, since the provocative act of a Black metal
band in secular countries is protected by the principle of freedom of
expression. By contrast, in Iran, the same act is considered blasphe-
my and is punishable by law.* Paradoxically, religiously authoritarian
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countries fail to limit transgressive acts by imposing harsh penalties.
As Gandolfo® explains: “The transgression of limits is not something
society seeks to avoid by imposing and enforcing taboos; being dialec-
tically inextricable from taboo, transgression, or at least the threat ofit,
ensures that we remain engaged with what lies beyond the prohibition,
exceeding it but not destroying it.”

There is a long history of theoretical discussion regarding this par-
adoxical relationship between limits and transgression. The topic of
transgression is perhaps best known from the work of Georges Bat-
aille. In his view, exceeding limits arises from the desire to “complete”
life;* in its paradoxical manifestation, disobedience strengthens lim-
its, since it reinforces concerns about rules when they are violated.*
Echoing Bataille, Michel Foucault states that this strange relationship
is inextricably linked to the idea that, if a limit cannot be crossed, then
it does not exist, and the existence of transgression has no meaning.*

It is worth noting that I documented the results of my analysis dur-
ing the Woman, Life, Freedom protests in Iran. These protests show-
case the determination and longing of those living under oppressive
laws to push boundaries. In Iran, actions such as removing the veil and
creating music that is deemed blasphemous are considered forms of
“material transgression,” which are non-violent. As Joke Hermes and
Annette Hill state,”” material transgressions can even be understood
as supporting rather than threatening societal needs. As well as chal-
lenging power and norms, transgression can also revive moral frames
discursively and materially. While some might perceive breakdowns
as negative, they might lead to positive outcomes.

The analysis will reveal that Iranian Black metal musicians tran-
sgress in using pre-Islamic esotericism in search of social change; that
is, a country where freedom of expression and religion prevail. Fur-
thermore, using two criminalised tools, pre-Islamic esoteric practices
and heavy metal, they create a unique double transgressive tool, as I
visualise below (Fig. 1).

Double transgression of Iranian black metal bands

Heavy Metal Music

Pre-Islamic
esoteric practices

Black
Metal music

Pasqualina Eckerstrom 2023

Fig. 1. Double transgression of Iranian Black metal bands.
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Magus and Charuk: Persecuted Shamans
Magus’s father was a Zoroastrian from Iran, while his mother was Is-
raeli*® and Pagan. His parents died as a result of the Iran-Iraq conflict,
which lasted from 1980 to 1988, leaving him an orphan. Thus, he lived
with relatives, mostly Zoroastrians, yet he had the opportunity to ex-
perience different religious settings, as he narrates:

“My father was Zoroastrian, I lived in different tribes, and I
witnessed these tribes who live simply. I experienced different
cultures. I felt like a tourist. I was in religious and super mo-
dern families, who had music in their homes. I started to com-
pare these cultures, from the extreme to the modern. I took the
best from all of it.”

As a result, he immersed himself in studies of Mithraism, Zurvanism,
and local Buddhist traditions.* This combined with his love for music,
as Magus explains:

“In my projects, we concentrate on two levels: one is the an-
cient and the second against the current religion, society, and
politics. We critique the current religion and politics because
we see that it’s chaos, so we don’t want it for the next genera-
tion. Because of my family heritage, I had vinyl of the golden
era of Persian music and those are fascinating, complicated,
and beautiful harmonies and opera too. That combination ma-
kes my music now.”

He combined this Persian folk music with the harshness of heavy met-
al, which he discovered thanks to popular illegal sellers, who offered
what was considered Western music, including metal. “I combined the
harshness I got from these tapes and the classical Persian music, and
I started to cover it in funeral doom style.”*® Metal music came with
a price. Magus was arrested multiple times while playing his music:
“You accept it, you get arrested, a few lashes and it’s fine!,” he states.
For instance, he was arrested with his band Tears of Fire at the Ziggu-
rat at Chogha Zanbil when he and his group were invited to play at a
Zoroastrian celebration.

One of the most serious arrests was during the last installation of
his group Warrior of Peace, at the Reza Abbasi Museum. The exhi-
bition was sponsored by the Cultural Heritage and Touristic Organ-
ization, the Organization for Defending Victims of Violence, and the
United Nations of Iran.”' Despite this, the police stopped the exhibition
and arrested Magus. He was brutally abused by the guards for multiple
days. Once out he fled the country, reaching India as a political refu-
gee, and eventually Germany.

Charuk met Magus in India. She also had to escape from Iran.
Born into an Azeri family, she was raised by her parents as a pagan in
secret, to avoid the risk of persecution. She grew up in an environment
where music and dance were taken very seriously and used to perform
rituals, as she explains:
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“There is a double world in Iran, my family had to obey the so- 52

ciety on the surface, for example when you go out you have to fgsmlem to Buddhist Zen, Chinese Chdn, Persian
cover, you have to act conservative, and talk conservative. But

when I entered my home, there were completely other rules.

You just take off everything. My father was a traveller, and my

mother was working with the theatre. We had seasonal cere-

monies and rituals with dance and music. I was brought up as a

musician to perform in those kinds of ceremonies, to entertain

and to make people dance.”

This environment that nurtured art as an essential spiritual ritual im-
pacted Charuk immensely. She developed a purpose, which left her
free to set out on a path of discovery, as she describes below:

“I became aware/conscious and eventually I practised to be-
come the living existence of what was hidden, suppressed or
simply unconscious so to remember what has been dismem-
bered. These hidden particles of ultimate self are like pieces
of a puzzle, the complete image of who I am, and I’'m going
toward, or better to say inward, to fulfil and put the scattered
pieces together. This awakening process only can be achieved
by hard work of body-mind-energy, a multi-disciplinary ap-
proach to push the limits, which are the constructed fears that
black the vision. Every time I’'m on stage, it’s an initiation and
celebration of the complete self. 'm not delivering information
of sounds but the experience of being a complete self. This is
associated with Zen, Chan,Jan,* the pre-Zoroastrian practice
of becoming one and none. The instant realisation that time is
an illusion, not thinking but becoming timeless. In this state the
outer world is like a blurry mirror to collect information and the
actual vibrating world truly exists and manifests where I stand.
I'm the centre of this axis . . . In this manner every human be-
ing, every living being, is a world, but not everyone spins on
their centre where the most powerful and unbeatable generator
of energy resides. The collision of these focused masses togeth-
er can create what was once called magic. I'm the practitioner
of this discipline, and my performances are the rituals where |
revive this ancient technique, by being in a timeless and space-
less state of Jan. I become the ancient shaman and together with
Magus, another spinning world shaman, our music becomes
the tool to relocate everyone else in their centre and create a
mass of worlds spinning and therefore magic happens.”

Charuk was trained as a classical musician and has a deep understan-
ding of how art can impact one’s body and soul. She used all her mo-
ney to open a school of music and psychology:

“For eight years we worked there, and we built a choir and or-
chestra. It was a very revolutionary thing to do because in Iran
we only had two orchestras, one national and one philharmo-
nic. Because in Iran, every artistic activity should be under the
law of the government. This was an underground centre. So
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many musicians and artists from all over Iran came over there
and we created a network. We decided to not ask for a license
because in this school we did not want to obey the Islamic Law.
We had no veil and both women and male were together. This
in Iran is forbidden.”

Eventually, the school was reported by a Muslim neighbour, as Charuk
recalls:

“They lied and said it was a whorehouse. The police collected
the testimonies and took them to the court. They closed the
place after eight years of activity and they sealed it. I lost my
money, and for three years I was isolated in my home. I had
nothing. I lost everything that I built and I had an open case
now. While I was isolated at home, I wrote a poem book about
the feminine energy sensations. I can say it was erotic in some
ways. So, when I decided to send it to a publication I faced
some troubles for that also.”

Charuk understood she was in danger of being arrested any day. She
left Iran and travelled to Turkey, Armenia, and eventually India, where
she met Magus.

Performance as an Ancient Temple: Ecstasy-inducing Mantras
and Sounds
Charuk and Magus have several musical projects together, such as Dar-
kestrah, epic Black metal with folk influences; Nashmeh, folk Black
metal; Paganland/Sarmoung Ensemble, a native folk metal band based
on ancient wisdom; and Mogh, Black metal. Their music features ag-
gressive guitars they fuel with acoustic instruments. As Magus states:

“I heard from our audience that if they knew what we were
playing, they would have taken acid because we create such
an atmosphere that takes the soul of people. That’s our purpo-
se, we play acoustic instruments that have a special tuning not
amplified and we mix them with electronic ones. We recreate
a theatre. In ancient times there was no electricity and after
the Industrial Revolution, we have extra waves and fields in
our bodies and minds that destroyed our energy. Then we use
for example the natural skin drum which has a different sound
from the modern drum kit. When your body hears the natural
skin drum it just affects your heartbeat and makes it very ef-
fective rather than the e.g., a metal drum.”

Charuk describes their stage as a Mithraeum temple:

“Our stage is no different from the ancient Mithraeum tem-
ple dedicated to practising this mass transformation, where we
are not separated lonely individuals wandering, pursuing our
ego, but we unite worlds together with elements of nature, fire,
water, earth, and air, being part of the cosmic order ASHA,
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RTHA. Each play a powerful role to shape the destiny of the
whole.”

While this is true for all their projects, here I will concentrate espe-
cially on the Paganland/Sarmoung Ensemble (Fig. 2) because Charuk
and Magus mentioned it several times in our conversations. The group
describes it as “a shamanic Iranian band based in Berlin who believe
in bringing life to ancient sounds and rites by their narrative music
performed by Persian primitive and rustic oriental instruments and
movements.”>® Everything in their performance is combined to reach
an ancient state of ecstasy,** as Magus explains: “For example, we use
the singing bowl, as it’s known today, but in the original wisdom it
was used to extract liquid from the roots. The liquid was mixed with
milk and blood, water, and salt. This made such a unique elixir. From
a medical tool, it turned to an instrument.”

Fig. 2. Promotional photo of the Paganland/Sarmoung Ensemble.

Furthermore, they use mantras, based on the five Old Avestan Gathas,
also known as “hymns.” They are a collection of liturgical texts, typ-
ically ascribed to Zarathustra and composed by Iranians living in the
north of modern Afghanistan, probably in the first half of the second
millennium BCE. They are the core texts of Zoroastrianism.” As Ma-
gus explains: “It’s all lyrics, songs so it’s a text with sounds if we look
at it from a modern point of view. There is a musical note within the
musical text. The melody and the drum are already in the text. It’s so
interesting to me. Was he a musician? How was he able to write texts
that have music and intonation?”’

Through research and contact with experts, each song is based
on this written note in the language. Furthermore, using acoustic folk
instruments and focusing on mantras instead of contemporary lyrics
lets Magus and Charuk reach out to a listener’s soul and create a me-
ditative state. As Charuk explains:
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“This perspective is long rooted in ancient Iranian esotericism,
which also manifests itself in mystic writings/poems as well as
practical rituals such as the whirling dance where one creates
the whirlwind of energy by spinning on a centre of their axis,
bending the defined laws of existence and common belief sy-
stem and stepping beyond the limits.”

The whirling dance, as mentioned by Charuk, has its roots in the tra-
dition of mysticism. Some scholars believe that its origins are linked to
the cult of Mithra;* a similar ritual is known as Sufi whirling or Sama,
through which Sufis attain a state of spiritual ecstasy, seeking a union
with the divine.’” Furthermore, despite dancing being condemned by
the Regime, it is still an important ritual among Iranian Zoroastrians
that is used to educate young people about Zoroastrian ethics and rit-
uals.*®

One of the core ideas permeating through Magus and Charuk
is the importance of feminine energy. To Magus, this is imperative
and as such Charuk is fundamental to his art: “Whatever you talk
about, from Satanism, spiritualism, occultism, esotericism, you name
it, everything comes from female energy. We have many evidences.”
To Magus, while Islam undermines the role of women, ancient Per-
sian teachings instead celebrate strong women figures. For instance,
he often mentions Shatana as one of the inspirations for his music.
Shatana is one of the most important figures in the entire Nart saga.
These tales are an integral part of the mythology of many tribes, such
as the Abazin, the Abkhaz, the Circassian, the Ossetian, and the Ka-
rachay-Balkar. Thus, it is not surprising that both Magus and Charuk
consider this figure as the ultimate symbol of woman power. As Ma-
gus notes: “That’s the person who can bring the warrior child. She was
powerful! In our history we have queens who were ruling the empire.
We have a lot of strong women examples.” According to Charuk, Islam
fears women:

“Women are more connected in natural roots. They have power-
ful sensations, and intuitions. Women can create things that are
very powerful. Islam is totally against women and women in
power mostly. The Qur’an says you have to beat women when
they are not obeying you. You have to cover women and they
have to stay home. They shouldn’t work outside and so on. I
don’t say that in Iran women are staying at home. For sure they
are going outside and working and educating themselves and
all that, but still in a very restricted framework.”

Magus and Charuk celebrate Shatana, as a symbol of the power of
womanhood that is a constant presence in their music. The focus on
the strength of womanhood is especially intriguing in Iran, as discrim-
ination against women has persisted in various fields, including the
music industry. It is currently forbidden for female musicians in Iran to
perform solo. After the Iranian Revolution, many well-known Iranian
singers were forced to flee their country. Others had to resort to un-
orthodox means of earning a living, such as disguising their voices to
sound like children and performing for children’s programmes.” Fur-
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thermore, learning from the teaching of ancient tales, they currently
promote unity between men and women to reappropriate the harmony
that, to them, the Islamic Republic has destroyed. The description for
the album “Naart Kaachitaa,” (Fig. 3) recorded with their project Pa-
ganland/Sarmoung Ensemble and published in 2022, shows that the
musicians, while far away from their country, are in tune with what the
Iranian population has felt since 1979. This is how they describe the
album on their Bandcamp webpage:®°

“For many centuries the stories of Shahnameh and Nar in Iran-
shahr were part of our small or big ceremonies depicting he-
roes, raising our inner strength and keeping our minds awake.
Today the Iranian revolution against the most hideous beasts is
the new Shahnameh filled with myth of people who have been
raised from the stories raised like Phoenix from the ashes to
once again bring the fire of a thousand years. We dedicate this
musical piece to all the tears that shall become rivers, blood that
shall irrigate the land, and unity of men and women that shall
offer a newborn as a god who is nothing but a powerful awake-
ned human . . . Naart Kaachitaa is a collection of Musical Tales
inspired by the oldest Shahnameh, the Book of Kings called
‘Stories of Nar’ from the now Ossetian region in the Caucasus.
The Music is a Narration based on Allanian Text, Scythian Bre-
athing Techniques, and Sarmatian Healing Methods.”

Here they call for the rise of men and women against the Iranian au-
thorities. In the same year, 2022, the protest movement “Woman, Life,
Freedom” in Iran witnessed a remarkable show of solidarity from peo-
ple hailing from different religious backgrounds and gender identities,
all coming together to demand their basic rights and freedoms from
the authorities.®!

These musicians have one goal within their music: to share their
deep knowledge of the ancient heritage. As Magus states, he uses eso-
tericism within Zoroastrianism and pre-Zoroastrianism to find that
“the unique inner path with an inheritance of ancient maps/technic is
endarkening.”

Conclusion
This study is emic in nature, as I aimed to understand the cultural
beliefs, values, and practices from the perspective of the participants
themselves.”” Magus and Charuk understand pre-Islamic teachings,
such as Zoroastrianism and pre-Zoroastrianism, as leading to the use
of music as a sacred form of expression. These teachings highly value
free expression and recognise the inherent strengths of women. Ma-
gus’s “inner path” is both spiritual and cultural, emphasising the im-
portance of discovering spirituality on one’s own instead of simply fol-
lowing imposed teaching. This path stands in opposition to the societal
norms imposed by the Islamic Republic.

As a result of their Zoroastrian and pagan upbringing, Charuk
and Magus found power in legends, history, and beliefs that the Is-
lamic Republic had eradicated. They aim to gain and share insights
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from the pre-Islamic spiritual heritage through their music. As a re-
sult, they find themselves on an esoteric path to discover and share
“special knowledge”® found within these traditions. In doing so, they
have risked their lives and been forced to leave their home, never to
return. Nonetheless, their unwavering commitment to advocating for
the inheritance they hold dear has persisted.

Furthermore, Charuk and Magus represent what Russell* refers to
as one of the esoteric aspects of Zoroastrianism, the belief that spirit-
ually advanced believers employing mystical techniques might acquire
special knowledge and revelations already described in the Gathas,
where mantra recitations are used to induce these revelations.

What is interesting is that, as Asprem and Strube® observe, “de-
viant” and “anti-establishment” forms of knowledge are frequently
connected by esoteric scholars. In the case of Iran, esoteric practices
considered pagan are defined in law as deviant. As a result, young
people are even more inclined to engage in Paganism. For example,
during the ongoing Iranian protests, on the occasion of Chaharshanbe
Suri, a celebration with Zoroastrian roots that involves jumping over a
fire, young protesters took to the streets and chanted anti-government
slogans.®® The regime warned against it. Consequently, the command-
er of the Greater Tehran Police Force, Abbas Ali Mohammadian, said
police officers would use mosques for arrests®” because the Islamic
hardliners view the national tradition as a pagan relic. The regime kept
their promise: more than 50 people were arrested, at least 19 people
died, and 2,800 were injured.®® Echoing Bataille and Foucault’s under-
standing of transgression and limit as interviewed, the risks of severe
consequences did not deter people from celebrating this event, also
known as the “Festival of Fire.” It is evident that pre-Islamic heritage
is still prevalent in Iran, and some Iranians use pre-Islamic esoteri-
cism to transgress against the regime. This is particularly prominent
in the extreme Iranian metal music scene. For example, Sina, a Black
metal musician from the Wasteland, was forced to migrate to Norway
because he risked being arrested. His music is entirely influenced by
Zoroastrian tales.®”

The members of Arsames, another metal band who celebrates
the pre-Islamic heritage, were arrested in 2020;° Akvan/\<<sl¢;, Black
metal has produced several albums on the same topic, and the band
Jawzael produces music concentrating on occult and esotericism.

Neopaganism is a contemporary movement that seeks to revive
the practices and beliefs of ancient religions, often incorporating mo-
dern elements. Iranian extreme metal bands provide a notable exam-
ple of this trend by promoting the revival of pre-Islamic history and
esotericism. However, this phenomenon remains largely unexplored
beyond Western borders due to the secrecy of practitioners and the
severe consequences they face, including imprisonment or even death.
Nonetheless, it is possible to gain insight into this hidden world. This
study illuminates the crucial role that popular culture plays in shaping
religious and cultural evolution.

Studying religion and popular culture offers perspectives on how
religion can function outside of traditional institutional settings, which
is one of its major contributions.”! Moreover, as Partridge observes,
popular culture such as music matters in religious experiences: “We
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can be moved by the Orphic power of their art to such an extent that the
encounter becomes invested with a particular significance for which
religious language seems peculiarly appropriate.”’”? Today, occult and
esoteric symbolism is often used for aesthetic or superficial reasons
in extreme heavy metal, particularly Black metal.”” The complexities
of the situation in Iran cannot be ignored, as the symbols utilised in
protests are intentionally designed to push against and challenge those
in power. Music plays a vital role in the country’s culture of dissent,
as songs often embody a powerful message of resistance and protest.
Without fail, each protest in Iran is accompanied by a song that serves
as a unifying anthem for the movement. The use of music and poetry
to convey subversive meanings is a longstanding tradition in Iran’s
history, dating back to pre-Islamic times. Music has been revered as
a therapeutic medium for centuries.” In response, the Regime has at-
tempted to cancel these practices. Interestingly, popular culture, par-
ticularly music, provides evidence of alternative spirituality in Iran.
Musicians have traditionally resisted Islamic control and performed
their music in secret. Due to the secretive nature of these practices, the
association of esotericism with hidden knowledge in Iran takes on a
new level of meaning. Thus, much more research is called for. It would
be beneficial for future research to examine the perceptions of Zoro-
astrian metal music among Zoroastrians, particularly Iranians, with a
specific focus on those who currently reside in Iran. It is worthwhile to
investigate whether there is any opposition from traditionalist groups
towards the concept of Zoroastrian metal.
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arathustra
or the ultimate taboo

In 2018, we, the creative duo of ARTOLDO (Sara Ferro & Chris Weil), went to a colloquium at the Acca-
demia Nazionale dei Lincei in Rome to discuss our proposal of shooting a documentary about the so-called
Verginelli-Rota collection, consisting of rare books and manuscripts from the fifteenth to the twentieth
century, all inherent in hermetic philosophy. We had already moved ahead with the pitch, so it was a matter
of meeting in person and actually agreeing on interviews and filming logistics. What remains of that parti-
cular morning is the remarkable memory of an audience with the scholar who just a few years later would
be awarded the Nobel Prize in Physics—not that we knew this then; otherwise, we probably wouldn’t have
launched into a presentation of the enterprise, which started with Pindaric flights between quantum physics
and alchemy, a chutzpah nevertheless welcomed, a sly smile gave the nod.

What makes the collection so special, in addition to the collectors themselves, is the catalogue, ironical-
ly titled “quite reasoned”—indeed, it is the first catalogue of hermetic books in Italy, initiated in the 1920s
and curated for sixty years by the cataloguer himself, Vince Verginelli, an erudite high school professor of
Italian and Latin, together with his brotherly “hermetic” friend, Maestro Nino Rota. Verginelli was also a
brotherly friend and adept of the master of neo-Egyptian hermeticism, Giuliano Kremmerz, founder of the
Schola Philosophica Hermetica Classica Italica, MIRIAM (or MYRIAM) Therapeutic-Magical Brother-
hood, formed on the model of the ancient Egyptian Isiac brotherhoods and arcane mystery cults—and the
collection extensively features this author.

All was fine until the arrival of a harried librarian who wanted to remind everybody that the collection
also contains texts about Zarathustra and that, well, danger zone, it goes without saying how inept it was to
think of offering them to a broader audience without prior scientific analysis. Maybe the honourable ladies
and gentlemen didn’t remember?

In our opinion, they had already been given enough time to ignite at least a spark of academic research,
the bequest from 1987 totally disappointing Verginelli’s expectations, namely that multitudes of scholars
would immediately begin to study them. Go figure—one of the texts in question is the Clavis Artis, an illu-
minated manuscript purportedly of the Rosicrucian environment, in which the frontispiece, title page, and
preface refer to Zoroaster as the text’s author, naming him “the Rabbi and Jew.” The images paramountly
display the magus, but Zoroaster also appears elsewhere in disguise, scilicet an illustration of the book
entitled Uraltes Chymisches Werk, a sylloge of alchemical texts by the fictitious author Abraham Eleazar,
otherwise unknown, or better known as Julius Gervasius of Schwarzburg, i.e., the editor as well. A book
which incidentally happens to open the alphabetical part of the catalogue of Verginelli-Rota and which
bears the image of Zoroaster “himself.” In any case, Rota’s copy of the Clavis Artis was allegedly transla-
ted in 1238 from Arabic and is pretendedly from the year 1996—as can be seen in the inscription on the
front page—and is also likely something from a Paracelsian milieu (as for all the other existing versions,
illuminated or not, in Italy, Germany, or the Czech Republic). In librarian terms, a “pseudo-Zarathustra.”

In any case, the bibliothecary imposed a very heavy and final veto.
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Luckily, internet archives and online encyclopaedias remain open to the public, even when some cultural
institutions restrict access to the original analogue source files—Ilong live the digital “wisdom blowers.”

Needless to say, from that moment we have been haunted by the Clavis Artis and Zarathustra, who ap-
pears to us again and again as the very last taboo in Western society, and arguably beyond, let alone when
Zarathustra feat. Kremmerz and all becomes Ur-political.

erdust, Zerdast, Zaradast
In Zarathustra We Trust

(Voltaire’s entry in the Encyclopaedia regarding Zoroastrianism reportedly mentions Zoroaster’s older na-
mes, being “Zerdust,” “Zerdast,” “Zaradast,” or “Zaratustra®—the newest is Ziggy Stardust [1972]. Then
there is a Z connecting rockstars via stage attire, and here we come in a “Flash” [1980] to Freddie Mercury.
Voltaire is besides “zigzag Zadig,” linked to Casanova, and Casanova to Fellini, and Fellini, in turn, to

Rota. And here the circle is rounded out—Ilike an Ouroboros.)

From the epochal And Thus Spoke Zarathustra onwards, the descent (of the transcendent God?), the “rise
and fall” to and from the mountain of the most outdated prophet, and The Man Who Fell To Earth (2012)
have not been halted, instead the protagonist updating himself at every step, whereas pop icons such as
David Bowie, alias Ziggy Stardust, have projected the prophet of the prophet, Nietzsche, into the new
millennium; unsuspecting Zoroastrians like the missing more than the royal royalties, Sir, Queen of the
Night and King of Queen, the rock star Freddie Mercury, with his stage costumes and emblematic lyrics
manifested arcane symbols of his faith unbeknownst to a worldwide audience and to his awareness; undi-
sputed geniuses like Federico Fellini and Nino Rota in their interpretation of Casanova, both spasmodic
masters of all the most sublime arts; and together with the Maestro of the Love Art (ars amatoria), the art of
all three of them, as great Maestri, followers of the Magician Maestro of the Magi, created new worlds or
interconnections among them which are traversed by that magick that, in turn, in their own lives enchanted
and bewitched each of them in their own exquisite ways, then recasting that magic in their oeuvre. Worlds
that the artistic collective ARTOLDO brought to life in a virtual reality spectacle, inviting you to travel
through Bowie’s universe, Mercury’s spiritual stage, and Casanova’s fantastic and magically staged Veni-
ce, to discover not only holograms of these gigantic personalities, but also hidden messages concealed in
brands such as Tesla, Mazda, and Zadig & Voltaire, and other references to Zoroastrianism as the religion
in the cultural matrix incorporating so much of the extant, revealing the intertwined threads of art, magic,
and Zoroastrianism.

Our weave has developed itself from an instinct towards pop-culturally querying and pseudo-archeo-
logically digging into the mysterium “ZARATHUSTRA” to unearth his remains sown and layered in such
a diverse variety of trivial discourses and so rarely dispersed in a diffuse variety of cultural debris. An

intuition: the persona in question cannot have disappeared so perfectly synecdochically from the earth’s
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surface; he must have transformed himself into an overwhelming hologram, so highly settled in the extra-
mundane that the rays from his rarefied presence hit hallowing personalities who are at the edges between
different arts.

We identify Zarathustra’s presence in some ar- tists who, each in a peculiar way, were at that edge

between the arts: Casanova between Traditional arts, ars amatoria, and rhetorical arts; Fellini

between comic art and the seventh art and in search of the seventh heaven; Nino Rota,

between the purest tonal music and herme- ticism or Ars Magna and music and cine-
ma once again; David Bowie, between pop music, performance, and visual art;

and Freddie Mercury, between rock music, opera quality, and stage.

Fig. 1. Zoroaster Superstar VR - Hologram — ARTOLDO (2023)

The virtual reality installation can be accessed on Desktop, Tablet
and Smartphone running directly in the browser: ENTER VR

The project infused with the above said insight and developed in association with RedMagicBlue unfolds
in a 3x11-minute virtual reality experience, offering a unique blend of music, fanpics, esotericism, occul-

ture, and spiritualism.

How to play: The VR installation opens up with the holy Zoroastrian perpetual flame, the atar, which will
burn for eternity—it will never be Ashes to Ashes (1996)—Hfirst visibly then invisibly; hence, after all the
component visual elements of the installation have been loaded, allowing the viewer to enter each world—
how quickly depends on your internet bandwidth, to build the scene, keep the faith. Last but not least, click

the screen with your pointer to look around, once the music starts to play. Enjoy!
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owie: Around Bowie’s supposed occultism a whole literature has flourished online, fed by his
fans on one hand, and on the other, esotericists and conspiracy theorists—whose intuitions have
nourished the former—but no solid evidence has ever been provided to definitively ascertain the
consistency of its actual more-than-decidedly only sporadic, occasional, and above all superficial adheren-

ce to practices or theories of the occult milieu (White, 2019).

Fig. 2. Zoroaster Superstar VR: David Bowie — ARTOLDO (2023)

owie +

ietzsche: Anyway, while Nietzsche-as-Zarathustra in playing the prophet came to get

himself accepted as one, Bowie-as-Ziggy-Stardust in playing, in parodying the popular

image of the rock star turned himself into one, so that in doing so the historical figures
have become displaced in the popular imagination by their avatars (Hill, 2007). Speaking of the devil, nay,
of prophets in a realm between philosophy and religion, the two worlds, prophets who were themselves
prophets of rock&roll or of teachings from the cosmic outer space, with the digital experience created,
ARTOLDO fancied reproducing a Merton’s self-fulfilling prophecy by depicting Ziggy Stardust as a nov-
el Zoroaster—despite the line or because of it: “I’m not a prophet or a stone age man, just a mortal with
the potential of a superman” in Quicksand (1971), though in an interview he stated that “everybody was
convincing me that I was the messiah.” For the traces are scarce and perhaps just philological—it may be
just the Z the three of them (Ziggy, NietZsche, Zarathustra) have in common! Because as for Zarathustra/

Nietzsche, it is all about making out of it a cult for being heard, “so softly a superman cries”’; then Ziggy
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Stardust is the larger-than-life persona who makes Bowie worthy of being heeded. To make him a rock
god. His astral body becomes indeed an angelic presence (and in being so, androgynous as Ziggy), a star,
a self-daemon, which as Koenig (1995-2023) asserts, is similar to the heavenly alter-egos of tradition men
in Manichaeism and prior in Judaism; or to astral travel like in many of Theosophy’s books, with all the
hints about outer-of-body-experiences and travels (Koenig 1995-2023; White 2019).

Fig. 3. Zoroaster Superstar VR: David Bowie - Mars (Red Planet) — ARTOLDO (2023)

Far more interested in plastically conveying the idea of such a reception of Bowie’s work and artistic figure
than in providing evidence as befits historical work, with an approach similar to the average fan searching
for hints in his lyrics, winks in his photos, and symbolism in his stage clothing—clues in the interviews of
his partners and companions and at large in his life lived according to that scene—ARTOLDO has chosen
to put on a show and reenact a Bowie whose imagery is assumed clearly informed by that semantics. More-
over, supposing that his creative rendering of the wide symbolic apparatus that adorns and substantiates
everything esoteric was so original and sui generis precisely because it was that of a highly heterodox per-
sonality that couldn’t strictly adhere to such, by definition, strict, severe traditions, due to what was erratic

in his nature and thus, was just temporarily “fanatic” about it.
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Fig. 4. Zoroaster Superstar VR: David Bowie - David Bowie Strale — ARTOLDO (2023)

In the installation, we look through the broken glass of an astronaut’s helmet, “a crack in the sky” (in “Oh!
You Pretty Thing!,” 1971, or was it The Crack in Space by P. H. Dick, 1966?)—maybe Bowie’s “Major
Tom” or an Elon Musk space tourist or his Mars colonist (does Musk’s beloved X stand for that sixth sense
which Colin Wilson in The Occult: A History [1971] states as a sign of an allegedly “superior man”? We
noticed that the book cover bears such an explanation on it. A book that Bowie might have read, according
to Koenig). Anyway, a Tesla prototype still crashed against a space rock, another is flying to the Red Plan-
et, querying, “Is There Life on Mars?” (1971). Would that spaceship know like Major Tom, “Which way
to go”? Anyway, “far above the Moon/Planet Earth is blue,” the same Earth from which the cubes with
Bowie’s apotheoses on them are departing. What showmanship!
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Fig. 5. Zoroaster Superstar VR: David Bowie - Tesla feat Major Tom — ARTOLDO (2023)

And “There is a Starman waiting in the sky” (1972) (for descending on Earth like a novel “leper” mes-
siah? A second coming of Christ? A novel Gnostic Gospel? Meanwhile, “let the children boogie”)—in
Manichaeism, all men and women were once stars (Koenig, 1996-2023)—with an alien worldview on
humanity, telling us, “Don’t blow it, it’s all worthwhile.” In the cosmic battle between the good god Ahura
Mazda and the evil god Angra Mainyu, humans had to help the good god in this battle (Harari, 2014): may
that Starman be a reminder, a token standing for that religious principle? Anyway, as White (2019) states,
as Bowie explored alternative religious traditions in the 1990s he might have read The Gnostic Gospels
by Elaine Pagels (and in the Nag Hammadi Gospels, Zoroaster is traceable, see Liitge, 2009), a reading
later on indicated, among his 100 favourite books, together with the famous Transcendental Magic, Its
Doctrine and Ritual by Eliphas Lévi and Zanoni by Edward Bulwer-Lytton—where Zoroaster is indirectly
mentioned “to have discovered the arts which your ignorance classes under the name of magic.” Hence,
Bowie might have been somehow exposed to the “spell” of Zoroaster through his general interest in magic
and attraction to gnosticism, upon which Zoroastrianism, according to Harari (2014), exerted its influence
like on almost all subsequent Middle Eastern and Central Asian religions. As the lines: “Homo Sapiens

have outgrown their use/You gotta make way for the Homo Superior” can allude to.

Religiographies 115 Ferro, Weil



Nietzsche’s portrait becomes Bowie’s as on the cultic album cover Aladdin Sane (1973), the one with the

red z-formed flash and a blue outline—Aladdin, the next persona into which Ziggy shifted.

Fig. 8. Clavis Artis - Video Art — ARTOLDO (2023)

Religiographies

Two Bowie’s signs of life: the street sign with
which the city of Berlin paid homage to him, Da-
vid-Bowie-Stralle, in the phase he went “straight,”
and the Londoner plaque at the Trident Music Stu-
dios, as well his Hollywood red star on the Walk
of Fame and the Black Star (2016), “how many
times does an angel fall?”” The soundtrack includes
the pop songs “The Superman” (1970) and “Major
Tom” (1969) by David Bowie and refers to the tone
poem “Also Sprach Zarathustra” by Richard Strauf3
(1896), used in the Clavis Artis Video Art instal-
lation (2023) by ARTOLDO and made famous by
Stanley Kubrik for the theme of his film 2001: A
Space Odyssey.

Fig. 7. Clavis Artis - Video Art — ARTOLDO (2023)

Clavis Artis: algorithmic recombination of more
than 800 video artworks created by ARTOLDO
based on the alchemical Clavis Artis, inspired by
Zarathustra, reunited in more than 700,000 possibly

different video loops of seventy-eight minutes each.
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Along the inclination to occultism, in the distinguishedly Westernised fashion originally enhanced by
Asian religious traditions, paradigmatically in Thelema, in Bowie’s case it’s peculiarly another cultur-
ally alternative movement that flourished in the
late 1950s, i.e., ufology, forming there the cosmic
space of “Space Oddity” (1969), outer space above
all, round trip between the ascent to Mars, appren-
ticeship there and return to an earthly pop stardom
under diverse cyberzoological forms. Heteropoda
davidbowie (Zuckerman, 2017), the Spiders from
Mars, apostles of the orange-haired alter ego, Ziggy

Stardust. If the baby-boomers were the first who, to
Fig. 9. Zoroaster Superstar VR: Spiders from Mars — ARTOLDO (2023)

a certain extent, massively experimented with spiri-
tual ideas capable of rewriting the code of the search
for the divine, the holy, and the metaphysical beyond the depleted dogmas and weary forms of faith and
believing that within Christianity, the partaking in such beliefs on Bowie’s side was hardly odd and distinc-
tive in its inception, but very much in his artistic interpretation. Yet, what is peculiar is that we are looking
for clues and subsequent confirmation that he was really deep “into.” However, nearly every verse in his
lyrics that could resonate with broader occult reference is never really and fully replete, rather a weak hint
that possibly refers to or is a strategy to hit(ting) a particular public of the occult scene or to mimic and em-
ulate the Beatles or Led Zeppelin in their genuine involvement with Indian spirituality or Thelemaic strains
or other Brit pop bands as well as, in general, the climate and zeitgeist of the counterculture that is, again,
his very audience (White, 2019). Definitively, he took an interest in Zen and Mahayana Buddhism and Ti-
betan black magic throughout his life. All the same, at times he even dismissed all that could sound close
to an alternative spiritual quest towards occultism, as satanist, as “bad trips” aguishly recalling to him his
periods of alienation due to drug consumption. He didn’t precisely differentiate this but was simply more
interested in the ambience than in distinguishing an esoteric current or stimulus from the others. White
(2019) points out the presumptively juxtaposing elements drawn from occultism with material from Tibet-
an Buddhism and with references to Nietzsche and, likewise, that he used esoteric sigils, some sephirah
(“Station To Station,” 1976), and the Tree of Life (as in a famous photo-shoot by Steve Shapiro), alongside
magic circles, also just for protection, and with apotropaic undertones and overtones mostly. Bowie en-
hanced his originality by widely using the cut-up method, and the arcane was a part of the puzzle; it could
originate from conversations, encounters but also from fantasy literature and films, fiction, science-fiction
(e.g., by Olaf Stapledon and John Bloodstone, interspersed through many of his lyrics), common discours-
es, and folklore. Furthermore, Koenig (1996-2023) states Bowie crafted his public persona by assimilating
different aspects of contemporary occultism, “adding another layer of complexity to his artistic vision.”
Anecdotes in interviews with his pals reveal that, to overcome the angst that someone could harm him
out of envy or revenge due to his popularity, he was used to utilising tools like penta-grams, hexagrams,
candles, grimoires, and circles, depicting them on walls and the floor, and a kabbalistic apparatus used for
summoning cosmic powers to combat demons. For the rest, if it’s an alluring joke, some titles really made
it possible to believe that there is indeed even a gnostic inspiration—for instance, “The Man Who Sold the

World” (1970)—or that he was in circles prone to ritual magic; see “The Width of a Circle” (1970).
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Because Bowie sourced from the rhizomatic influences of the occult milieu of his time, mainstream in
some subcultures, he has also been sourced in turn by that milieu that has grown up beyond expectations
out of a wild concoction whose basic ingredients are somehow focused on matters as the flipside of sci-
ence, religious heresies, holistic medicine, alternative life modes (ancient or totally unprecedented), and the
paranormal; in brief, the quest for suppressed and radical belief systems and non-conformist weltanschau-
ungen. It was, in fact, the Age of Aquarius and against that backdrop, to make his mark as kindred soul for
fan folk who desperately fancied finding some figure to identify with in pop culture, one so charismatically
calling for outer life, another life horizon already extant in Eastern spirituality, paganism, spiritualism, su-
pernaturalism, theosophy, and analogous underground currents under the umbrella of the Western esoteric
traditions. A praxis of “a pick and mix” of rejected narratives, self-experimenting, invented traditions and
radical, or to some extent revolutionary, life forms, for the sake of an aestheticising fashion in which that

seeking, querying, and crafting took shape.

Fig. 10. Zoroaster Superstar VR: Freddie Mercury — ARTOLDO (2023)
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ercury: The question is often formulated as to whether Freddie Mercury’s Indian Parsi roots
and his parents’ Zoroastrian faith had an influence on his character, worldview, career, and per-
sona. Even more than his lyrics, his stage clothing has been scrutinised, so that brightly evident
evidence have also been found out and pinned down. Colours and symbols mostly, but also the very shapes

and fashion, have all been indicated as a “smoking gun.”

“Flash, aha, saver of the universe,
he’ll save, everyone of us.”

Fig. 11. Zoroaster Superstar VR: Freddie Mercury - Night Sky — ARTOLDO (2023)

ercury: Under “The Hall of Stars in the Palace of the Queen of the Night,” Karl Friedrich

Schinkel’s 1815 set design for The Magic Flute, two cylindrical sections moving in opposite

directions, one featuring the Zoroastrian Fire Temple in Yazd, the other a string of different
coloured banknote denominations Switzerland had dedicated to him—for sojourning in Montreux. On
the bottom, a traditional Zoroastrian flying carpet, cubical placeholders showcasing Freddie Mercury on
stage, and classical Zoroastrian imagery, a car by the Japanese Mazda Motor Corporation, the Mercury
self-crafted heraldic image for the band Queen itself, and the coloured globes from the album cover of
Innuendo (1991).
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Fig. 12. Zoroaster Superstar VR: Freddie Mercury - As kid and on stage — ARTOLDO (2023)

Fig. 13. Zoroaster Superstar VR: Freddie Mercury - Mazda — ARTOLDO (2023)
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The musical score includes Queen tracks, such as “Bohemian Rapsody” (1974-1975) and “A Kind of Ma-
gic” (1986). “Bohemian Rhapsody” bears witness to Mercury’ respect for his parents’ beliefs by incorpo-
rating a distinctive phrase—"“good thoughts, good words, good deeds”—directly from the “Three Good
Things” principle in the Avesta, the sacred text of his family’s faith (Lee, 2018).

Fig. 14. Zoroaster Superstar VR: Freddie Mercury - Flying carper — ARTOLDO (2023)

A speculation is that he refrained from revealing the hidden significance of his stage attire, aligning with
Zoroastrian beliefs that prioritise discretion; while he privately embraced his faith, he chose not to publicly
practice it, a sentiment echoed by his mother in interviews. Under the lens there are: 1) favourite colours,
all of them significant in Zoroastrian rituals and with a strong symbolic reference: white (purity and truth),
yellow (sun), red (warriors, fire, in Persian athra/atarsh/atash), and blue (sky, spiritual life); 2) symbols like
lightening (one of the “Five Fires or Energies” as referenced in the Avesta and earlier Zoroastrian texts),
arrows (like tiwaz runes, “tir,” the name for the planet Mercury in ancient Persian; in the Anglo-Saxon
and Proto-Germanic context: the spiritual fighter-god for order, equilibrium, justice, faith, will; his arrows
jacket as exemplar, analogous to Mozart’s Papageno), panthers, and roses (pursued perfection); and 3)
garments traditionally worn during rites of passage, like the kushti (Mercury, aged eight, participated in a
Navjote, a Zoroastrian coming-of-age ceremony [Lee, 2018]), the sedreh vest, on stage and in his private
life, or the gaunacka/gauna fur coat; accessories like the bull-horned cap (in the “Book of Creation” or
Bundahishn, the bull is created by Ahura Mazda and killed by Ahriman; “The Praise of the Holy Bull” ser-
ves as the introduction to “In Praise of Water”). Moreover, Mercury’s bare chest is linked to that tradition,
relating vulnerability, analogous to the salamander on his t-shirt, bought for a Superman, yet in Persian

mythology stands for righteousness and faith overcoming the flames of passion.
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In this regard, here we find Mercury akin to Bowie’s adagio, “I’'m just a mortal with the potential of a su-
perman.”

Some symbols glimpsed in his outfits precisely refer to that cultural frame of things related to ance-
stors and the concept of ancestry and, apparently, Mercury wanted to allude to them not blatantly but by
means of a symbolic “Innuendo” (1991), as can also be seen in the album cover from J. J. Grandville’s piece
“Juggler of Universes.” The creation of the planets is then visualised in the VR installation. “It’s a kind of

magic” that things linked to Zoroaster have remained so disguised.

Fig. 15. Zoroaster Superstar VR: Freddie Mercury - Innuendo cover: Juggler of Universes — ARTOLDO (2023)
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Fig. 16. Zoroaster Superstar VR: Casanova — ARTOLDO (2023)

asanova: The Count of Seingalt met both the Count of Saint-Germain and Cagliostro, emblematic

figures of the eighteenth-century—its esoteric side with a penchant for the more intelligible ratio-

nalising and enlightening facet, a brilliant hyperstition; indeed, obscuring more than a Momen-
tary Lapse of Reason—acquaintances he later attacked publicly, an attitude that of demeaning, once by
himself highly regarded subjects (he did it again and in turn against the once-esteemed Voltaire), thereby
endorsing the interpretation that, to him, the arcane sciences were just other means for scheming to gain
the mesmerised attention of the powerful on whom his whole life depended. Even so, taking into account
the power of fascination of those “means,” he was somehow subjected to their charm, he who never shied
away from seduction, but rather invoked and evoked it. Therefore, his practice of occult sciences and his
interest in Freemasonry, esoteric brotherhoods, and, furthermore, encounters with their members (he also
knew Mozart through his helping with the libretto of Don Giovanni [Stefanovska, 2020]) could not be mis-
sing either: although he preferred not to underline the issue too much, Casanova practiced an abundance
of forms of “theurgic” and “cabbalistic” mantic magic (Catalano) and absorbed ideas and rituals dissemi-
nated through Masonic lodges or gleaned in notorious treatises and manuals like the Salomon’s clavicula
(Stefanovska, 2020).

Often a penniless conman, he was also forced to indulge in other manipulations, of a chemical nature
and coinable, whereas he took classes in chemistry with a certain interested regard for alchemical experi-
ments whereby he then duped his affluent subsidisers, be they, in turn, the Marquise d’Urfé—notably an
alchemist herself—the Signor Bragadin, or others. Alchemy thus served to create the invented belief in
Casanova’s magical capabilities or phony knowledge in the cabbala, worthy of a trickster, a make-believer

of his rank. This is how to read the short reference he makes in his memoirs, translated into English by no
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less than the weird fiction writer and occultist Arthur Machen (an author much beloved by David Bowie, a
significant sympathy here, which manifests the logic of this project), writing about Zoroaster with a style
marked by an uncommon and astute nonchalance: “Next comes Mercury, then the Moon, then Jupiter, and
then the Sun. It is, you see, the magic cycle of Zoroaster, in which Saturn and Mars are omitted”; an arca-
ne which for sure intellectually seduced the Marquise. Stefanovska (2020) also noted the many mercurial
aspects of Casanova: He had to cure his syphilis with mercury without the metal causing him acute poiso-
ning, a notorious side effect of this dangerous medicine; he temporary embodied professions traditionally
associated with Mercury/Hermes as a god, as he was often a quasi thief, merchant, traveller and pimp;
“his relationship with Mercury is only one example of such a ‘mutual trade’ between chemistry, magic,
alchemy, medicine and the other alchemy—that of the verb, as Mallarmé called poetry” (Stefanovska, p.
95), a constant communication between and transcending disciplines, as expedient in his life and disparate

narratives, where boundaries are much more criss-crosses and roundabouts.

Under the aegis of Mercury, as Freddie and Casanova

B THEMEMORSOF
JOVA
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Fig. 17. Zoroaster Superstar VR: Casanova - Fellini + Roll — ARTOLDO (2023)
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ellini’s Casanova: Immersed in a Canaletto’s postmodern diorama, an artist coeval with Casano-

va, in the embryonic waters of the initial scene of the film Fellini’s Casanova: Zoroaster sits on a

gondola—as he appears in the Verginelli-Rota’s Clavis Artis—then, a display of books by or on
Casanova, such as his memoirs, “Historie de ma vie,” the novel Casanovas Heimfahrt (Casanova’s Ho-
mecoming) by Arthur Schnitzler (1918), Casanova’s half fairy tale and half ante-litteram science fiction
prose, “Icosaméron” (1787), Casanova’s translation of the libretto by Louis de Cahusac for the tragedie en
musique Zoroastre by Jean-Philippe Rameau (1747-1749), the tragicomedy “Zoroastro” by Carlo Goldoni
(1760)—Casanova and Goldoni lived in roughly the same times and lodges—and the commodification (in
nothing less than a seductive perfume) by a fashion brand of Voltaire’s novella and work of philosophical
fiction “Zadig or, The Book of Fate” (1747), which tells the story of Zadig, a Zoroastrian philosopher in
ancient Babylonia. Voltaire was a pivotal presence in the life of Casanova, who aimed to be recognised as
a man of the Republic of Letters, and a figure he actually happened to meet once thanks the contributions
of Marquis d’Urfé (who is quintessentially depicted by Fellini in the eponymous film).

On the superior hemisphere three rings orbit: one is the frontispiece of Histoire de ma fuite des prisons
de la République de Venise qu’on appelle les Plombs (1788), the central display cases showing iconic pics of
Federico Fellini, Nino Rota, and Gustavo Rol, the higher, and the pediment of the Saint Magdalene Church
in Venice, which was built by the theorist architect Tommaso Temenza of Masonic creed (Rampazzo, 2023;
Favilla and Rugolo, 2009)—Ilegendarily initiated by none other than Casanova, according to rumours—and
there are several hovering icosahedrons. The soundtrack is “O Venezia, Venaga, Venusia” by Nino Rota
(1976).

ellini +
ota:
The life-long collaboration between the two maestri—Federico Fellini and Nino Rota—
ight also be deep-rooted in their mutual fascination with esoteric or alternative spiritua-
lities, whose many anecdotes recur, recalling the figure of the former via many intellectual personalities of
his time and for the latter, indeed: the coventured Bibliotheca Hermetica, authored together with Verginel-

li, may be a hint.

As a matter of fact, Rota authorised other masterpieces of hermetic inspiration; for instance, the Oratorium
Mysterium (1962), with texts again by Verginelli and influenced by the so-called apocryphal and Gnostic
Gospels of the Nag Hammadi library—Rota also set to music a fairy tale about Aladdin by his alchemical
friend.

Fellini’s interest in paranormal and mediumistic phenomena and in the mysteries of the arcane pivotal-
ly flows together with the missing but undisputed masterpiece The Journey of G. Mastorna, whose screen-
play exists, yet not the final film (it seems the clairvoyant Rol suggested that he halt the project), with his
Juliet of the Spirit (1965) and with Tobby Dammit (1968) inspired by Poe’s novel and from the trilogy

Spirits of the Dead (Santoro, 2020). Even Fellini’s professional reflections were influenced by consultations
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with mediums and psychics, which, although neglected by academic insight, might bear witness to his cu-
riosity for the forces of fantasy over reality and his awe for the supernatural dimension of life (Pacchioni,
2020). Three figures were decisive for his unfolding of this tendency: the “magical friend” and composer
Nino Rota, with their lifetime collaboration, and the medium and seer Gustavo Rol-—and the former has
been captured by the latter, together with Fellini’s other close collaborators from the art world, like the
magical realist writer Dino Buzzati. But first and foremost, the psychoanalyst Ernst Bernhard (Pacchioni,
2020), who “blended Jungian theories, mystical Eastern traditions, and a cabalistic vision of the universe
by which every event is endowed with a symbolic meaning” (Pacchioni, 2020); he also led therapeutic ses-
sions enhanced with LSD with the Freudian psychoanalyst and parapsychologist Emilio Servadio (Kezich,
2007).
The technology we used for the 360° journey through those artists, intellectuals, and prophets and their

esoteric tendencies made it possible to look around in a circular way, as emblematic of the eternal return of
such a quest, for it is in all respects, human, all too human.

-
-

Fig. 18. Zoroaster Superstar VR: Casanova - Fellini + Rota— ARTOLDO (2023)
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A few words about ARTOLDO

ARTOLDO (est. 2015) is a creative collective featuring Sara Ferro (M. A. in Sociology of Media) and Chris
Weil (ARD.ZDF Media Academy) with a focus on esoteric arthouse movies, cinema XR, documentaries,
experimental and essay films, moving images arts, poetry film, video art, and virtual reality.

Notable works (esoteric films): A/l Is One (2024), Embassy of the Free Mind (2024), Secropolis (2024), C.
G. Jung on Alchemy (2023), Clavis Artis (2023), Black Sudo Rising 360° (2022), The Luther Blissett Legacy
- Satanic Panic (2022), Hauntology of the Retrodromomania (2021), Frammenti di una Festa Furiosa: Fu-
rio’s Furious Fragments & Friends - Furio Jesi (2021), Vespertilio Spillover (2020), Timor Panicus (2020),
MicroGnosing (2019), WhimSeaCall - Nocturnal Sea (2019), Ugo Dossi - Art and Space (2018) and The
Ritman Library - Amsterdam (2017). Publications: “But Who Was Bernus?” (4dnthropos & latria | Anno
XXIV no. 1 [pp. 86—98]). Translations: La Pagana (2024) + Venere in Pesci. Romanzo Astrologico (2023)
(Bella Germaniae). Poetry: Sineddoche Torino (2024) (Kurze&Pos - poismetto).

Official website: https:/artoldo.com | Permalink: https:/artoldo.github.io

Project link — Zoroaster Superstar VR: https://artoldo.com/zoroaster

Permalink (Use this link to embed or share online): https:/artoldo.github.io/zoroaster
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n this work, Mark Sedgwick seeks to introduce a traditionalist phi-

losophy that remains relatively unknown and highlights the partic-
ularities of a radical traditionalist project that aims to restore a sacred
order. Traditionalism is a polymorphic and multidirectional thought
that claims an eternal, immutable, and transcendental metaphysical
lineage. This book offers an intellectual history of traditionalism, from
its beginnings in Europe in the early 1910s up to the present day. At the
intersection of religious philosophy and political ideology, tradition-
alism remains a complex subject due to the philosophical and meta-
physical notions it mobilizes, as well as the plurality of its uses, in
ecological struggles or interreligious dialogue, for instance. It is also a
sensitive subject due to the radical movements that claim association
with it, notably with fascist and racist inclinations. M. Sedgwick offers
a comprehensive perspective of the discursive realm of traditionalism
and seeks to systematize its thought.

“Tradition” is understood here as a set of sacred teachings trans-
mitted to humanity since its origins, with the aim of maintaining the
sacred order of the world. The association with perennialism, the idea
of a Sophia perennis as the philosophical foundation of traditional-
ism, traces back to the very essence of humanity and therefore to a
meta-historical reference point. However, it also has historical roots
tracing it back to the Italian Renaissance with Marsilio Ficino, who
had already engaged with this idea to merge Neoplatonic philosophy
with Christianity (pp. 28-29).

Functioning as an inverted mirror, traditionalism opposes the idea
of modernity projected onto European and English-speaking societies,
especially since the Renaissance era. Modernity is understood as the
triumph of positivism and individualism based on a secularized mod-
el, contrasting with the traditional and sacred order. The traditionalist
thought adopts a historical viewpoint that challenges the notion of mo-
dernity as a source of technical, moral, and social progress. It modifies
the tripartite periodization of history (p. 71) to put forward the notion
of the decline of the world—*“for Traditionalists, modernity represents
not recovery, but a continuation of the Fall (p. 68).” From the Ancients
to the Middle Ages and the modern period, history is perceived as a
witness of this departure from tradition. Moreover, in addition to its
critique of modernity (pp. 93—-96), the anti-modernism underpinnings
of traditionalism align with a political opposition to liberal and dem-
ocratic models, situating it in a political position underlined by the
metaphysical foundations it defends. Its political rejection of moderni-
ty also makes traditionalism a radical political ideology that takes the
form of an intellectual project more than an organized, institutional-
ized structure.

The difficulty in “grasping” traditionalism can be illustrated
through the following statement: “All Traditionalists are perennialists,
but not all perennialists are Traditionalists (p. 359).” Indeed, Sedgwick
emphasizes that traditionalism is first and foremost what the actors
make of it. Like in any discursive register, some elements coincide and
coexist, but do not occupy the same places, do not arrange themselves
in the same ways, and are composed, decomposed, and recomposed
from one version to another. The diversity of approaches to religion
among traditionalists is particularly emblematic. René Guénon and
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then Julius Evola gave little significance to religion, which they asso-
ciated with an “exoteric”” dimension, perceived as “sentimental” and of
lesser importance. This could be seen as a form of anti-religious tradi-
tionalism. However, Guénon himself revisited these considerations by
making the “exoteric” a pathway to the “esoteric,” albeit in a secondary
role. Then Schuon, with his “Transcendent Unity of Religions™ (pp.
184-91), sought to rehabilitate religion, to merge this dualistic vision,
and to establish himself as a religious figure (p. 197)—the religious di-
mension is articulated among Traditionalists both within Christianity
with Jordan B. Peterson and within Islam with Seyyed Hossein Nasr.
Criticism of the modern world underlines the works of traditionalists,
analysts of the modern world but also researchers and cultural agents,
such as Guénon—who used to openly express his apoliticism, his re-
jection of academic intellectual methods and approaches—as well as
Mircea Eliade, Seyyed Hossein Nasr, or Huston Smith. It is also visi-
ble in the works of Alain de Benoist, advocate of the French Nouvelle
Droite who did not adopt perennialism but subscribed to the criticism
of the modern world while engaging in an intellectual and political
form of activism. At the time of the publication of Against the Modern
World, Jean-Pierre Brach mentioned that Sedgwick’s work constituted
a valuable contribution in its assessment of the impact of traditional-
ism and its prolificacy in European and North American societies as
well as in Turkey and Iran. He emphasized that the evolution of tradi-
tionalism has been oriented towards a greater “practical involvement”
of religious, cultural, or political domains answering to new impera-
tives of “public visibility,” at times leading to proselytizing or “citizen
participation” endeavors.!

Rather than providing a somewhat biased introduction to tradi-
tionalist philosophy, Sedgwick situates this movement within con-
temporary intellectual (and political) debates, and refuses to reduce it
solely to a thought framework on a disembodied eternal wisdom. The
originality of this work lies in the attention given to the prevalence of
traditionalism within the issues animating present-day societies and
in demonstrating the interconnections at play. Likewise, the corpus
of sources used in this work consists of a wide range of textual ma-
terial in addition to oral sources. Combining historical inquiry and
anthropological investigation, Sedgwick adopts a “field historian” ap-
proach. This book proves its fruitfulness and its necessity as “the field
eventually reveals itself as an archive,” through oral inquiries, direct
observations, and contemporary uses of the researched subject.” The
sources used for this work reflect research conducted since the 1990s,
beginning with Sedgwick’s encounter with traditionalism in Cairo
while researching Sufism. While in Italy, he became aware of a form
of traditionalism within the Sufi brotherhood of Shaykh Abd al-Wa-
hid Pallavicini, where he noticed a stronger connection with Western
philosophy than with Sufis from the Muslim world. He encountered
several issues. Firstly, Traditionalists do not openly identify as such,
making it a more challenging movement to pinpoint. Secondly, they
do not aim to reach a broad audience and form a small, elitist circle.
Finally, they are part of other discursive traditions that intersect, some-
times complement or hybridize each other, and simultaneously “blur”
identification categories, as seen in the case of Sufism, for example.
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The findings from his research on traditionalism resulted in the publi-
cation of Against the Modern World, which laid the basis of an intellec-
tual history of the twentieth century, tracing its origins, development,
and dissemination since Guénon, offering an intellectual genealogy of
traditionalism. About twenty years later, he revisited his initial conclu-
sions: the decrease in traditionalist intellectual production did not lead
to its decline. While Guénon had been the major reference point of the
20th century, Evola became prominent within the political movements
of traditionalism.? This can be observed not only in Aleksandr Dugin’s
bestseller Foundations of Geopolitics (1997), but also in the works of
Gabor Vona and his Jobbik party in Hungary, or in the public state-
ments of Donald Trump’s campaign manager, Steve Bannon.* The rise
of traditionalist philosophy in right-wing political movements can also
be explained by the decline of moderate parties, both left and right,
making room for new parties, which engage with other ideologies,
including traditionalism. This resonance of traditionalism in current
political events, the fact that it influences and inspires new forms of
(post-) traditionalism, attests to the vitality and pervasiveness of this
movement, in contrast to others that have failed to leave a lasting leg-
acy.

His analysis of traditionalism unfolds in four stages. The first part
focuses on the foundations of traditionalist thought, which represent a
common ground across its various expressions, relying on structural
ideas and developed perspectives. Among these foundations, perenni-
alism plays a central role based on the idea that all (religious) traditions
share a single timeless and esoteric tradition—and thus constitute de-
rived traditional forms—connecting human beings to this sacred order.
Next is the traditionalist historical perspective, positing the decline of
the world and humanity since the transition to modernity, leading to a
departure from the traditional sacred order. The thesis of the decline of
the modern world justifies criticism through a metaphysical argumen-
tation, diametrically opposed to the positivist narrative, which sees
emancipation through reason, moral, and technical progress, as well
as individualism—although this definition of modernity is merely a
projection, it nonetheless stands as a foundational idea. Finally, the
traditionalist “solution” articulates thought and action within society,
with the ambition of instigating a restoration of the lost sacred order.

The second part of the book focuses on the main projects of tradi-
tionalism, unfolding across three fields of human activity: self-realiza-
tion, religion, and politics. Sedgwick revisits the various traditionalist
approaches, their (re)configurations, and ramifications, as well as the
wide range of positions towards these fields, which helps the reader
grasp the volatility and versatility of traditionalism—despite the prev-
alence of these fundamental ideas.

The third part delves into other traditionalist projects from the
same perspective as the previous section, exploring how Traditional-
ists think, appropriate, and express themselves on common grounds—
here art, gender, nature, and interreligious dialogue—within societies,
and drawing from a traditionalist philosophy. These two parts exem-
plify the tour de force of this work by incorporating marginal move-
ments into the intellectual discourses and spaces of expression within
contemporary societies. This section highlights the shift in the cen-
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ter-periphery relationship of traditionalism according to specific fields
of action. As per the issue of interreligious dialogue, it can be a valu-
able ally with the idea of the unity of traditions in the Sophia perennis.
Similarly, the protection of nature, seen as sacred, provides room for
traditionalists to engage in the fight against climate change, where they
constitute a subversive, controversial, yet equally marginal movement
in the political sphere.

Finally, the fourth part focuses on the extensive and adaptable
aspect of traditionalism through the concept of “post-traditionalism.”
Thus, the focus is placed on newer generations, while observing close-
ly the discursive references of traditionalism in political and radical
right-wing circles. From the Nouvelle Droite in France to identitarian
movements or mere identifications among politicians, the author seeks
to understand who the political beneficiaries of post-traditionalism are,
and for what purposes.

The ambitious challenge of this work is met by presenting readers
with a comprehensive approach to traditionalism that accounts for its
theoretical foundation without confining itself to it. Hence, this book
can be seen as a manual of applied traditionalism. The numerous case
studies applied to various societal domains illustrate how the tradi-
tionalist intellectual project has intersected with specific struggles,
manifested in concrete actions, and been supported by a significant
diversity of (political) actors. It demonstrates how, from one actor to
another, from one form of traditionalism to another, a structuring el-
ement becomes itself structured, an authoritative figure is established
as a pioneer or even sacralized, and in other cases is relegated to the
background, contradicted, or even appears non-existent. It would be
interesting to extend this analysis to consider the case of French Mus-
lim traditionalist movements with mystical tendencies, which contrast
with the French political movements analyzed by the author in this
work. The specific forms of criticism of the modern world and pe-
rennialist thought relayed in these circles are shaped by an effort to
translate and publish works of known Traditionalists such as Lings,
Burckhardt, or Chittick.

This work ultimately invites us to reflect on the complex nature
of traditionalism, which appears to undergo a tension between doc-
trinal rigidity and the adaptability of its applications revealed by the
cross-reading of current uses and its initial expressions.
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n her book, Azar Kayvan: Zendegi Name, Athar va ‘Aqa ed (Azar

Kayvan: biography, accomplishments, and ideologies), Farzane Go-
shtasb provides a detailed analysis of the life and achievements of Azar
Kayvan (1533-1618) the founder of the “Azar Kayvan school,” who
lived in Safavid Iran and Mughal India during the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries. The book is divided into four chapters, followed by
an appendix that includes six additional sections (pp. 257-99). The in-
troduction (pp. 11-20) provides an overview of the previous studies on
Azar Kayvan from the eighteenth century to the present. The second
chapter is a comprehensive examination of the life of Azar Kayvan,
his disciples, and their writings (pp. 21-98). In chapter three, the in-
teractions between followers of the Azar Kayvan’s school and various
rulers, religious groups, and philosophers within the context of India’s
pluralistic religious society are examined (pp. 99—156). The final chap-
ter of the book presents the belief system of the Azar Kayvan school,
including their views on the creation of the world and on the afterlife
(pp. 157-255).

The initial chapter provides a concise overview of Azar Kayvan
and his followers, as presented in the works Dabestan-e Mazaheb
(hereinafter Dabestan) and Sharestan-e Chahar Chaman (hereinafter
Sharestan), which constitute the primary sources that the author uses
to reconstruct the history of the Azar Kayvan school. The author then
proceeds to illustrate the prevailing scholarly position on Azar Kayvan
and his school, which can be broadly classified into two categories. The
majority of scholars regarded Azar Kayvan as a Zoroastrian or even a
high Zoroastrian priest of Fars and considered the books produced by
his disciples to be a valid source for reconstructing aspects of Persian
history or for examining them to understand modern Zoroastrianism
(pp. 12—14). The author finds these studies unconvincing, as there is a
paucity of compelling evidence in the writings of the followers of Azar
Kayvan that would support the claims made in these studies (p. 10).
Another frequent topic of discussion regarding the Azar Kayvan school
pertains to its relationship with Eshraqi philosophy (p. 19). This chap-
ter concludes with a synopsis of the most recent research conducted
by Takeshi Aoki and Daniel Sheffield (p. 20). The author frequently
cites and challenges Aoki’s research, which proposes the Zoroastrian
background of Azar Kayvan while simultaneously justifying the dear-
th of references from Zoroastrian sources in the surviving manuscripts
of Azar Kayvan’s followers. The work of Daniel Sheffield examines
the influence of religious movements in the Safavid era on the Azar
Kayvan school. His second area of interest concerns the influence of
Azar Kayvan’s concept of Universal Religion on Akbar Shah. While
Sheffield’s research could provide a valuable source for the author’s
arguments, there is a lack of direct references to his work.

The second chapter is divided into five sections, the last three of
which comprise lists of names. The first section provides a list of the
names and biographies of Azar Kayvan followers (pp. 33—49), whi-
le the subsequent section offers a comprehensive account of the ma-
nuscript information for eight books of the Azar Kayvan school (pp.
49-82). This chapter finishes with an additional list of manuscripts,
which includes the names of lost books that are referenced or quoted
in part by other available manuscripts (pp. 82-98).

Religiographies 135

TR

Author:
Neda Darabian
Ruhr-University Bochum
neda.darabian@rub.de

To cite this:
Darabian, Neda. Review of Azar Kayvan: Zendegi
Name, Athar va ‘Aqa’ed, by Farzaneh Goshtasb.
Religiographies, vol. 3, no. 1 (2024): 134-137.

Darabian



In the initial two sections of the second chapter, Goshtasb presents
a biography of Azar Kayvan and his followers, drawing upon
Dabestan and Sharestan. According to these books, Azar Kayvan was
originally from the province of Fars and spent the majority of his life
in Shiraz, where he had numerous disciples and convened meetings
for discussions. Goshtasb challenges the genealogical attribution of
Azar Kayvan. While Sharestan, written by Azar Kayvan’s disciple
Bahram Farhad (d. 1624), locates the city of Estakhr as Azar Kayvan’s
original residence before Shiraz, Goshtasb posits that this attribution
is symbolic. She argues that this city, the former capital of the Ancient
Persian Empires, was entirely destroyed by the time of Azar Kayvan
(p. 22). Similarly, she postulates that the genealogy of Azar Kayvan as
presented in Dabestan, which links him to the early mythical Persian
kings, is fictitious (p. 24). The followers of Azar Kayvan (Adzarian
and Abadian), who designated themselves as Parsi (plural: Parsians),
distinguished themselves from other Iranians and Zoroastrians of
Iran and India (pp. 29-31). The Indian Zoroastrians were regarded
as inauthentic Parsis, as they were perceived to feign adherence to
Zoroaster’s teachings while neglecting the traditions of the ancient
Persian kings. The true Parsis, on the other hand, were those who
interpreted (7a 'wil) the teachings of the Zoroaster and compared them
to Dasatir, the heavenly book that was sent to Mah Abad (p. 32).

The third chapter of the book concerns the interactions between
Azar Kayvan and other religions, thinkers, or philosophers, as well as
rulers. A significant number of extant manuscripts belonging to the
Azar Kayvan school include a comparative analysis of other religious
groups. As these descriptions are not polemical in nature, Goshtab po-
stulates that their objective was to elucidate the shared tenets of these
religions with that of Azar Kayvan’s followers (p. 100). In both Da-
bestan and Sharestan, the authors devoted a portion of their work to
the sayings of philosophers and thinkers. This, according to Goshtab,
demonstrates their depth of knowledge and their interest in this subject
matter. Furthermore, these books include the Indian and Iranian thin-
kers and philosophers who were contemporaries of Azar Kayvan and
his followers, with whom they engaged in dialogue and from whom
they acquired knowledge (pp. 112—13). Among these philosophers, Su-
rawardi occupies a significant position (pp. 104—07).

Two of Goshtasb’s principal arguments are discussed in this chap-
ter. First, she posits that although the majority of scholars who have
written about Azar Kayvan have considered him to be a Zoroastrian or
even a Zoroastrian priest, her analysis of all Azarian sources does not
corroborate this argument. This is because none of the sources refer
to Azar Kayvan as being a Zoroastrian, nor do they include any Ave-
stan or Middle Persian sentences or any Zoroastrian texts. The author
states that the adherents of Azar Kayvan acknowledged Zoroaster as
a prophet, yet did not regard themselves as the followers of his tea-
chings (pp. 118-23). Second, the author emphasizes the relationship
between Azar Kayvan and Akbar Shah (1556-1605), during whose
rule Azar Kayvan migrated to India. This is discussed in the context
of the universal religion din-e elahi (p. 126). Goshtasb asserts that the
accounts of meetings between Azar Kayvan and Akbar Shah in Sha-
restan, as well as the suggestion that Akbar Shah adopted ideas from
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Azar Kayvan as proposed by some scholars, lack substantiation due to
the absence of corroborating evidence in the historical sources from
Akbar Shah’s era.

The final chapter focuses on the beliefs and practices of the Azar
Kayvan school. It addresses a number of topics, including the creation
of the world, reincarnation, abstinence, and the possibility of a uni-
versal religion. Goshtab identifies numerous parallels between the te-
achings and beliefs of the Azar Kayvan school and those of earlier hi-
storians and philosophers. One illustrative example is the principle of
reincarnation, which is a central tenet of Azar Kayvan and his followers
(p. 165). The author cites a passage from Sharestan on reincarnation
and posits that the text represents a concise summary of Suhrawardi’s
commentary on the subject (p. 167). Furthermore, the author sugge-
sts that these ideas were additionally shaped by the influence of other
Muslim thinkers (pp. 168—75). Another significant aspect of their be-
lief system is the reliance on the Dasatir, the heavenly book of Azar
Kayvan’s followers written in an invented language known as Asmani
(pp. 161-89). Goshtab highlights the emphasis of Dabestan on the te-
achings of Zoroaster, which are conveyed in a mysterious language
(Avesta and Zand) that people can read but cannot fully comprehend.
However, she fails to acknowledge the argument put forth by Sheffield!
prior to her book, which posits that the writings of Azar Kayvan fol-
lowers’ exhibit a structural resemblance to Zoroastrian sacred books.

Goshtasb’s study offers a comprehensive account of Azar Kay-
van’s biography and his contribution to medieval Iran and India. Al-
though the introduction is clear, the overall conclusion is lacking. It is
evident that the author’s objective in writing this book is to argue that
there is no evidence to substantiate the claim that Azar Kayvan was a
Zoroastrian. This argument is repeatedly emphasized throughout the
book. Furthermore, she underscores the impact of the Mughal Indian
milieu and the pivotal role of Persian nationalism in the ideologies of
Azar Kayvan and his followers. To reinforce this argument, the author
could have referred to the previously mentioned study of Sheffield on
the influence of the Hurufi and Nuqutawi schools in Safavid Iran on
the genesis of the Azar Kayvan school.?

Although Goshtab’s book is well researched, it regrettably lacks a
comprehensive structure and a clearly delineated methodology for as-
sessing the credibility of its sources. For instance, none of the chapters
in this book includes a conclusion or a clearly articulated argument to
guide the reader through the book. Moreover, Chapter Two contains a
lengthy list, including the names of Azar Kayvan’s followers and their
writings. Goshtasb does not include the majority of the cited literature
in this chapter in her subsequent analysis. This is because the writings
lack clear dates, rendering them unreliable as historical documents.
The allocation of so many pages to this list is, therefore, arguably un-
necessary, particularly when one considers the potential benefits of in-
cluding it in a table format. Nonetheless, this book offers an extensive
and detailed examination of Azar Kayvan and his school, a field that
has received scant attention from Iranian scholars.
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