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Exploring Technological Wonder at the
Sasanian Court

Alessia Zubani!

Abstract

Islamic, Byzantine, and Latin sources report of the
presence, in Sasanian royal palaces, of mechanical devices
meant for very public display. Such visually spectacular
structures indeed came handy in the political arena of the
time, functioning as actual symbols of the ruler’s power.
An analysis of relevant excerpts from primary sources
makes provision for an exploration of the history of
mechanics in Late Antique Iran. This will allow us to shed
light on the interplay between politics and technology at
the Sasanian court, as well as to show how the fierce
competition between courts and empires at the time could
express itself through scientific rivalry.

Keywords: History of Technology, Automata, Sasanian
Empire, Byzantine-Sasanian Diplomatic Relations.

1 Labex Hastec, EPHE — Université PSL;
alessia.zubani@ephe.sorbonne.fr



20 4 Abstract of 3¢ Biennial Symposium on Ancient Iranian Languages and Culture

beginning of the eighth century, and later referred to
those evolved into the Islamic mystic practice in general.
Until the end of the eleventh century, by the reconciliation
of famous Islamic scholar Ansari, Sufi mysticism (tassavof)
was eventually accepted by the Islamic orthodox. In
history, many famous Sufi masters originated from Iran
and the Sufi works of practice showed that the practice
should be through levels to the aim of "Fana". This seems,
to some extent, like the level practice of the Lama
Buddhism and the Taoism. In fact, the practice of Islamic
Sufi not only was influenced by the Christian ascetics, but
also by the influence of the Lama Buddhism (Chirine
Bayani, Religion et gouvernement en Iran au temps des
Mongols, Vol. 2, by Entesharate Insari, Qum, 1375, p. 662)

In conclusion, the Iranians have been constantly
reshaping their culture by striking a balance between the
foreign cultures and their own.
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absorption and inheritance, constructed itself a religion as
the core of the Iranian culture before Islam.

Islam, which was brought into Iran by the Arabs, had
some similarities with Zoroastrianism and for its own
simplicity of doctrines and rituals, and other political and
economic reasons, it led the conversion of most of the
Iranians to itself. Iran's early Islamic Shi'ites were the
descendants of the Prophet and their followers who had
escaped from the persecution of the Abbas Caliph. The
long lasting oppressive situation of the Shi'ites and the
depressed state of the Iranians as a conquered nation had
attracted themselves to come to each other. The fourth
Imam of Shia who had both the blood of the Prophet and
the Sassanid royal family, even maybe it was a legend,
provided a basis for psychological self-confidence for the
Iranians who advocated blood relationship and social
hierarchy at that time. In 1502, the Safavid dynasty
announced Athna’‘ashariyyah (The Twelve Imams) as the
official belief and since then Iran has become an Islamic
state ruled by the Shia. So the Iranians gradually have
developed the Shiism which originated from outside of
the Iran Plateau to the present. They colored Islam with
Iranian styles and made Iran to be a vital force in the
Islamic world.

In addition to the external performance of religions
by a variety of rituals, there are as well as inner practices.
The combination of both inside and outside practices
constitute a complete religion. Islam is the same. Except
the five basic religious acts, some believers want to imitate
the early meditation of the Prophet to have the direct
connection to Allah. The word "sufi" refers to those
ascetics who wore coarse wool woven clothes from the
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their feelings and religious beliefs. As a nation with long
history, the Iranians never stopped thinking about the
nature, the universe and the significance of live, they also
wrote the poems that aroused people’s deep thinking and
strong resonating (Omar Khayyam's Ruba iyyat).
Similarly, the original Indo-European religion and
Islam were both from outside of the Iran Plateau and
finally became the main sources of Iran's official religions:
Zoroastrianism and Islamic Shiism. The Aryans brought
the primitive religion of the Indo-European tribes into the
plateau while Zoroaster, as a priest, was mainly a
religious reformer rather than a founder. He reformed the
original religion, highlighted the status of Ahura Mazda,
and made him as the only god. He turned the original
polytheism to the monotheism. The intensified binary
opposition of the good and the evil was the ideological
and psychological response of conflicts between the Indo-
European people and the local ethnics at the beginning of
the migration of the Aryans into the plateau. Since the
Persian Empire, the rulers of Iran, had took used of Ahura
Mazda and the duality of good and evil in the process of
conflict with foreigners (Greeks, Romans and nomadic
tribes in the east), while in the meantime absorbing the
contents of foreign religions to enrich their own beliefs.
Finally, they made Zoroastrianism as a state religion.
After nearly a thousand years of continuation and
accumulation, Zoroastrianism had a great influence on
the religious feelings of the Iranians, even later in Islam,
there was still something to be found as the shadow or
similarity of Zoroastrianism, like the concept of the
heaven and the hell. Thus, Zoroastrianism on the basis of
the original Indo-European religion, by continuous
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vocabulary. In order to Persianize the loan words, the
Persian Academy (Farhangestane Zaban va Adabiyate Farsi)
set up a special committee to create new Persian
vocabulary to replace the loan words. Although the
scripts of Persian is influenced by the foreign cultures, but
the essence of the grammar is in accordance with their
own developing routes, and maintains the general
structure of their language.

Persian (Farsi) is the basis of Persian literature, the
most important part of Persian literature is Persian
poetry. From the 9th century to the 15th century, the
heyday of Persian poetry, there emerged a large number
of outstanding poets and works. The Iranians had made a
great contribution to the world literature and Persian
poetry had long been embedded into the deep heart and
soul of the Iranians and had also established a strong
connection with their history, philosophy, religion and
political thought, and of course the most of all, their
personal feelings.

The source of Persian poetry came from the prayers
of Zoroastrianism. (Avesta of the Gaza) Later, the invasion
of the Arabs also contributed to the Persian poetry. For
the reason that the invasion of the Arabs inspired the
Iranians’ national patriotism. The Iranians wrote epics
(Ferdousi, Shahname) to propagate the great and glorious
deeds done by their ancestors, of those the Arabs can’t be
compared with. In the meantime, the local Iranian
dynasty used poems as a means of political propaganda
to compete with the Abbas Caliphs. In addition, the
rhythms of Arabic poetry had influenced Persian poetry
promoting the prosperity of it. And also, the Sufis and
philosophers in Iran used the forms of poetry to express
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items in the newly-reconstructed Sogdian text. Other
noteworthy parallels are the descriptions in the Avesta of
the “golden age” of Yima, when there was “no cold, no
heat, no old age, no death, no demon-created envy”
(Yasna 9.5), “neither cold nor hot wind, no disease, no
death” (Videvdad 2.5).

None of these texts present a fixed list of “adversities”,
let alone the specific seven enumerated in our Sogdian
text. However, verse 119 of the Manichaean Chinese
Hymn-scroll refers to the fact the “Pure Land” is free from
the “seven distresses” (gi e £ J2) and the “four hardships”
(si ku w3 3). The latter is a Buddhist term referring to birth,
age, disease and death. If the “seven distresses” are the
“seven adversities” listed in M1200+M900, the two
categories overlap, since both lists include disease and
death.
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The Influence of Foreign Elements on the
Construction of the heart and soul of the
Iranians — Language, Literature and Religion

Cheng Tong!

Abstract

Language is the material shell of thought. Persian, as the
official language of Iran, uses Arabic script while the
language is inherited from the ancient times. Persian
Language and the Arabic script eventually have formed
the brilliant Persian literature, constitutes the genes and
logo of Iranian culture. The Iranians used three kinds of
script from other cultures for their language in the
history: the cuneiform script, (Kent.R.G., Old Persian
Grammer, Texts, Lexicon, 2ndrev.ed., New Haven, 1953),
the Aramiac-derevied script (Ahmad Tafazuli, Jhale
Amuzgar, Zabane Pahlavi- adabiyat va dasture an, Muyin
Publish: 1995) and the Arabic script. Since the Aryans
brought ancient Iranian language into the Iran Plateau,
the Persian grammar has been simplified, but not been
basically changed. In the long process of cultural
exchanges and the development of the language itself, the
Persian language has also absorbed a large number of
loan words which includes Aramaic, Greek, Arabic,
Turkish, Mongolian, English, French and even Chinese

! Shanghai International Studies University
chengt208@hotmail.com
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The “seven adversities” in a Manichaean
Sogdian hymn

Nicholas Sims-Williams!

Abstract

It has not previously been noticed that two unpublished
Manichaean Sogdian fragments in the Berlin Turfan
collection, M1200 and M900, can be joined together to
form an almost complete folio with eleven lines of text on
each side.

The text seems to be a hymn written in verses or
stanzas consisting of four lines each. The most interesting
detail in this text is a reference to the “seven adversities”
which do not exist in the “Light Paradise”, namely: “cold,
heat, hunger, thirst, sorrow, illness, death”. Other
Manichaean descriptions of the “World of Light”, such as
the “Sogdian fragment of the Manichaean cosmogony”
published by Henning (M178) and the first canto of the
hymn-cycle Huyadagman, refer to the absence of some of
these “adversities”. The closest parallel to M1200+M900 is
found in the Manichaean Parthian text M183, which
describes Paradise as a place where there is “no anger, ...
no desire, ... no deception, .. no destruction, no
disturbance, no theft, no sin, no hunger, no thirst, no cold,
no heat, no sorrow, no suffering, no pain, no illness, no
ageing, no death ...”, a list which includes all the seven

1 Emeritus Professor of Iranian and Central Asian Studies
ns5@soas.ac.uk
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The Rehig and the Ewén-Mahr
A New Look at the Vision of the Afterlife in
Kirdir’s Inscriptions

Hassan Rezai Baghbidi!

Abstract

Kirdir is one of the influential Zoroastrian priests of
Sasanian Iran whose name is associated with the mystical
experience of the vision of the afterlife. In two of his four
extant Middle Persian inscriptions, Kirdir refers to a
mysterious ritual called ewen-mahr. The rehig narrators
who go through this ritual are miraculously enabled to
see the vision of the afterlife and a number of spiritual
beings, including Kirdir hangirb “Kirdir’s likeness”. The
correct interpretation of the words éwen-mahr and rehig
has long been an enigma to scholars of Iranian philology
and Zoroastrian studies. The present paper reviews all
previous studies and attempts to provide a new
interpretation of this mysterious ritual.

Keywords: Kirdir, Middle Persian, Zoroastrianism, éwen-
mahr, rehig

! Osaka University Graduate School of Language and Culture,
hrezaee@lang.osaka-u.ac.jp
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controversies  surrounding the Middle Persian
heterographic writing system and highlight the key
discoveries that helped elucidate it.

Keywords: Heterography, Arameograms, Middle
Persian, Historiography, Sasanian
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The Middle Persian Heterographic
Writing System: A Short
Historiography

Olivia Ramble!

Abstract

The use of Aramaic heterograms is a defining
characteristic of the Middle Persian writing system.
Western scholarship’s misunderstanding of Middle
Persian heterography and in particular the assumption
that arameograms were loanwords pervaded the study of
Sasanian inscriptions and Zoroastrian manuscripts all the
way until the second half of the 19th century. It was the
cause of serious misreadings and at the root of the fierce
debates that polarised scholars concerning such issues as
the nature of the Middle Persian language as well as the
linguistic relationship between inscriptional and
manuscript Middle Persian. Some scholars even called
into question the ‘genuineness’ of this suspiciously
‘mixed’ language and by extension the authenticity of the
Zoroastrian manuscripts brought back from India by
Anquetil Duperron. Their appreciation of the articulation
of Aramaic and Iranian elements in Middle Persian
reflects the tropes of scholarly debates and ideology in
their time. This paper proposes to retrace the main

! Doctoral candidate EPHE-Leiden University, UMR 8041,
Centre de Recherches sur le Monde iranien
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Keywords: Manahil Al-Anzar, Persian Texts, Persian
Manuscripts, Literature, Language, Iranian Medical
Sciences.
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Manahil Al-Anzar
Maryam Izadi Parsa!

Abstract

A very significant method for recognizing and specifying
the scientific terminology of the Persian Language is to
study literary Persian texts and interrogate their
language. In this regard one can mention medical texts
which include scientific terms, old reading of words, and
certain dialectical and linguistic equations. These
important and valuable sources are available to linguists
and researchers in the fields of philology, literature,
culture, and of medical history.

The correction and proper editing of these texts will
open up specific and comparative studies of the language
used in these texts. The present study, may be a useful
instrument for researchers of traditional Iranian Medical
sciences.

It should be noted that the book Manahil al-Anzar by
Mohammad Lari is an exceptional source, which contains
the names of plants and medicinal herbs and their
properties. Along with the Indian and Greek equivalents
and dialect variants, especially Garmsari, it clarifies how
to use the herbs and other supplies. The sum of these
features has made this book unparalleled treasure trove
of Persian manuscripts.

I PhD candidate, Departamento de Filologia Clasica e Indoeuropeo,
Universidad de Salamanca; mary.izadiparsa@gmail.com.
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Babylonians at Persepolis

Wouter Henkelman!

Abstract

A recent re-dating of part of the Persepolis Treasury
Archive has a number of consequences. Among these isa
much clearer view on increased building activity "at
Parsa" in years 15 and 16 of king Darius I. Recently edited
texts speak of thousands of workers from Babylonia who
were assigned as "stone cutters." Although the texts are
economic in nature and do not describe any building
process, it may be suggested that the very large groups
they document were engaged in the building of the
Persepolis terrace. This, in turn, raises a number of
questions about the organization of labour and the status

of workers.

1 Ecole Pratique des Hautes Ftudes mondes élamites et
achéménides
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A Discourse Study of Avestan, Yasna 46 of
the Gathas, Based on Systemic Functional
Grammar

Samira Ghanbarnejad®

Abstract

The present paper aims at analyzing Yasna46 (Y46) of the
Gathas based on Halliday’s systemic functional grammar
(SFG) (2004). Since such study has not been done hitherto,
the principal questions of the paper are: a) Is SFG an
adequate theoretical framework for analyzing Y46
functionally? b) Would this study describe discoursal as
well as linguistic characteristics of Y46, in addition to
what traditional studies did? To achieve the objectives,
Y46 was analyzed firstly morphosyntactically, and then,
functionally. The findings of the study show that SFG is
able to analyze an Old Avestan text adequately. In
addition, they shed light not only on discoursal
characteristics like employing interpersonal and
experiential metafunctions to echo Zoroaster’s voice, his
mental status and circumstances without having any real-
time dialogue, but also on some linguistic features of Y46.
The discoursal characteristics of Y46 may lead to fresh
insight into the register of this hymn as an autobiography.
Keywords: Discourse Analysis, Systemic Functional
Grammar, Avestan, the Gathas, Yasna 46

1 Master of Ancient Iranian Languages, Institute for Humanities and Cultural
Studies; samira.ghanbarnejadn@ucalgary.ca.
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A philological approach to the homonyms:
made(h) and madde(h) from Avestan to
colloquial Persian

Omid Behbahani!

Abstract

This paper focuses on two words used in New Persian
with almost the same morphology, but of quite different
meanings: .. made(h) (=female), and .. madde(h)

(=matter, substance, essence). The former is considered to
be of the Persian origin while the latter of the Arabic. By
studying these words from the historical linguistic aspect
and quoting evidence from the accessible texts in Old and
Middle Iranian, as well as in New Persian, the author first
proves that the words are both originally Persian, and
then suggests that Madde(h) (=matter, substance, essence;
producer), as an equivalent of the philosophical Greek
term: “hyle”, has been borrowed and Arabicized,
presumably, by the translators of the Middle Persian
philosophical texts. Subsequently, the Arabicized: :3.. and

its plural form ;. had a return to New Persian with

different semantic nuances.

Keywords: Linguistics, Arabicized Words, Ancient
Iranian Texts, Philosophical Terms, Colloquial Persian.

! Faculty member of Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies
omidmbehbahani@yahoo.com
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The Art of Debate according to the Denkard
IV

Samra Azarnouche!

Abstract

Adurfarrbay Farroxzadan is well known in Middle
Persian Zoroastrian literature as a character who took
part in theological debates at the Caliph’s court. While the
texts featuring him are fictional accounts with
pedagogical and apologetic value, the remnants of his
teaching in the art of polemics seem to be very real. These
vestiges, of which a few fragments are transmitted by the
Deéenkard IV, show that the Zoroastrians must have
known the specific protocol of public sessions in inter-
religious polemics. This paper will attempt to place these
rules of ars disputandi in the context of Baghdad’s majalis
and to identify parallels with the 10th century adab al-
jadal.

Keywords: The Art of Debate, Dénkard IV, Baghdad’s
Majalis, Adab al-Jadal.

! Ecole Pratiques des Hautes Etudes/Centre de Recherche sur le Monde
Iranien, Paris. samra.azarnouche@ephe.psl.eu
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