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ANIMAL SACRIFICE IN ANCIENT ZOROASTRIANISM:
A RITUAL AND ITS INTERPRETATIONS'

ALBERT DE JONG

The subject of the present article are the rites of animal sacrifice in
ancient Zoroastrianism, that is to say rituals in which the life of an
animal is taken and its meat handled in the history of Zoroastrianism
up to the tenth century CE. These rituals have been studied in depth
by other scholars and have been a prominent aspect in debates on
the original intentions of Zarathustra and the development of the
Zoroastrian tradition. Animal sacrifice has been a controversial sub-
ject in the study of Zoroastrianism for a long time, both because of
Western notions of the spirituality of "true" Zoroastrianism and
because of the fact that the ritual has been abandoned by the best
known and most self-conscious modern Zoroastrian community, the
Parsi community of India. Whereas modern developments are not
our concern here, it should be noted that animal sacrifice is a liv-
ing ritual in modern Irani Zoroastrianism and is known to have been
practised by the Parsis up to the late nineteenth century. It was one
of the vital rituals of Zoroastrianism in the ancient, pre-Islamic,
period. Modern observers have frequently expressed difficulties in
connecting the ritual with ideas surrounding death and killing in
Zoroastrian literature. This has led to a larger emphasis being placed
on theological interpretations of animal sacrifice than on the mean-
ing of the ritual for lay Zoroastrians. It is always difficult to extract
lay religiosity from the priestly Zoroastrian writings, but we shall
see two very different appreciations of animal sacrifice reflected in
Zoroastrian literature which in all likelihood correspond to priestly
speculations and more generally held views on the subject.

We shall begin with a quick overview of the history of the study of
animal sacrifice in Zoroastrianism and then depart from the earliest
almost complete description of the ritual in the writings of the Politic

1 1 he following abbreviations arc used to refer to Iranian texts: l)k. — Dnikunl:
(Hid. = Grenier liund/ihisn; .N. = .\iiiinsy\tHii; I'lillUM. :: 1'n/i/iiri Rmivnl ii«iiiii/>nm'in« the

ï dênïg; ,S7W= Sad dar-e nay; SnS — Safest nf-wmt: SiipplIv/.Vw.S' — Supplementäre
In the Savent nr-\ävr\t; \'d. — Vendîdâd; ï. — t'tisna; lt. — last.
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Greek geographer Strabo of Amaseia. Then, we shall reconstruct the
phases of the ritual itself and try to unravel the various interpreta-
tions of the ritual as they (seem to) have existed from the early days
up to the early Islamic period.

1. Studying animal sacrifice in ^proastrian history

Zoroastrian rituals to the present day require the presence of a rep-
resentative of animal life in the ritual offering and tasting of a cake
and its complements, as part of the celebration of the rfrôn-ritual,
either incorporated into the Ya.ma, the daily high ritual, or as a sep-
arate rite.2 This representative of the animal kingdom is called in
Middle Persian gôsûdâg, a word derived from Avestan geus hudâ,
"beneficent cow." In modern rituals, the gösüdäg most often is a piece
of ghee or butter, but from Irani Zoroastrian rituals and ritual texts
concerning pre-modcrn Zoroastrianism, it is clear that a piece of
meat from a sacrificial animal was a common (though not the only)
source of the gôsûdâg. One of the distinctive differences between
the modern Irani and Parsi Zoroastrian communities, based in the Isla-
mic Republic of Iran and India respectively, is the fact that Irani
Zoroastrians have preserved the rites of animal sacrifice, whereas
Parsi Zoroastrians have abandoned them, probably under pressure
of the local Hindu population. Animal sacrifices in Irani Zoroastrian
traditions, however, are not very frequent;1' the comparative rarity
of the rite in modern Zoroastrianism should not blind us to the fact
that in ancient Zoroastrianism, animal sacrifice was a normal and
regular part of religious life.'

2 Cf. M. Boyce & F.M. Kolwal, "/oroastrian Kâj and I)rnn I," BSOAS 34 (1971)
")() 7'5; K.M. Jamasp-Asa, "On the driin in /oroastrianism," in Pa/>ers in Honour »/
Professor Mary'Boyce (Acta Iranica 24; Leiden: Brill, 1985) 335 356; K.M. Kotwal
and J.W. Boyd, A Persian ()fjering. The Yasna: A ^oroastrtan High lÀtnrfy (Studia I ran ica
Cahier 8; Paris: Association pour l'avancement des éludes iraniennes I ( > ' H ' I I '17
with n. 89; JJ. Modi, The JUjfMU Ceremonies and Cwdoms of the Panées (Bombay:
British India' Press, 1922) 281 282.

1 For these rituals, cf. M. Boyce, A History of ^irons/nanism 1: 'IIn1 I'jirlv I'mml
(Handbuch der Oricntalislik 1.8.1.2.2.1; leiden: Brill, 1975) 149 157; ead., A Pnsimi
Stronghold of Zorontrianum (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977) 157 158; 244 246;
ead., "Ätas-zohr and Äb-zohr", JKAS (1966) 100 118; ead., 'Mihragân among the
Irani Zoroastrians', in J.R. Hinnells, ed., Mithraic Studies (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1971) 106 118.

1 For which, cf. A. de Jong, Traditions of the Magi, ^oroaitrianism in (irrek and hi/in
/jterature (Religions in the Graeco-Roman World 133; Ix-iden: Brill 1997) 357 362.
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Although there is a broad scholarly consensus on this issue nowa-
days, the status of animal sacrifice in Zoroastrianism has been hotly
debated in the first half of the twentieth century. Certain passages
in the Gäthäs, the earliest Zoroastrian texts, ascribed to Zarathustra
himself, had suggested to some that the prophet was opposed to the
rite of animal sacrifice and had attempted to abolish it. ' This inter-
pretation of the Gäthäs, in fact, was instrumental in the creation of
an image of ancient Zoroastrianism as a wholly spiritual ethical reli-
gion.1' Zarathustra was seen as an anti-ritualistic theologian, who
opposed the rites of animal sacrifice and the pressing of Haoma (a
plant pressed to produce an intoxicating substance) and replaced
them by rituals consisting of prayers, contemplation and the feeding
of the sacred flame.7 Since it is undisputed that animal sacrifice and
the pressing of Haoma were among the core rituals of Zoroastrianism
shortly after the days of the prophet," scholars believed that he was
unsuccessful in his ritual reforms; this produced the image of Zoro-
astrianism as the product of the reintroduction of pagan practices
into the reformed tradition. The immediate followers of Zarathustra
could not meet the stern ethical and spiritual demands he had made
of them, but quickly lapsed into their half-pagan customs.

Modern scholarship has not left much of these reconstructions
uncontcstcd.'' The "spiritual" focus of earlier scholarship (warmly
embraced by leading Parsi intellectuals) was very much a product of
its age, but has by now been abandoned by all but a few.'" Subsequent

5 Cf., for instance, H. Lomniel, "War /arathustra ein Bauer:'." ^cihchnft fiir ver-
i^lni In-mie S/iiadi/oi\i hung 58 (1931) 248 265; an overview of early interpretations of
/a ia lhus t ra ' s life and message is given by K. Rudolph, "/arathustra Priester und
Prophet," .Numtn 8 (1961) 81-116.

' Critically discussed in the first part of M. Mole, Culte, mythe (t cosmologtt dan*
l'Iran ancien, l/t problème ^oroaatnen el la tradition ma^déenne (Annales du Musée ( iuinie t ,
Bibliothèque d'études 6e); Paris: Presses univers i ta i res de l ' i . i nce . l ' l < > 3 .

' Most brilliantly reconstructed by H. Ix>mmel, Dir Religion ^arathustras nach dem
Am.sta tiiirgi'\irllt (Tübingen: Mohr, 1930).

" Evidence for l ins «unes n i a in lv from the J « C / \ . t r a d i t i o n a l hymns to individ-
ual deities, which will be discussed bnelly below.

11 Cf. particularly the works by Boyee and Mole mentioned above and the
overview in H. Hnmhac h. "/aralhuslra und die' Rinderst lilac lining," in: B. Re i i / in i> .
O. Bocher and G. Mayer, eds., }\'orl und \\'iikluhkeit. Minimi -nr Afrikanistik und
OrienlaliM (Meisenheim am Glan: Anton Haim, 1977) vol. '2, 17 29.

11 The main except ion being (ill. Gnoli, ^oroastrr's lime and Homeland. .1 .S/W) on
I/if OngiiH a/ .\lirjli-i\m mul Relatât l'inlilmn • I s t i i n i o l ' n ive r s i l a r io Oi ient . i le . Seinmario
di studi asiatici. Séries Minor 7; Naples: I s t i tu to Universitario Orientale, 19801
l.r)0 152 et passim.
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scholarship has both uncovered the ideological (liberal Western
European) nature of this approach and improved greatly on the
understanding of the actual texts. The earliest Zoroastrian texts are
so difficult to interpret that there can be no certainty in this field,
but most specialists currently believe that the Gäthäs are, first and
foremost, ritual texts and that ritual (including animal sacrifice) was
one of the main triggers for Zarathustra's novel views on religious
truth." However one interprets the difficult Gathic passages, there
is no reason to interpret the existence of the rite of animal sacrifice
in Zoroastrianism as a betrayal of the message of the prophet, if
message there was.

If we leave aside the problematic Gäthäs, the situation becomes
much clearer: the sacrifice of animals is presented and, so one is led
to believe, experienced as a normal part of religious life. It is likely,
in view of the great historical depth of Zoroastrian texts, that the
meaning and interpretation of the rite of animal sacrifice changed
with the development of the Zoroastrian tradition, but such changes
are difficult to document. In the case of Zoroastrianism, the difficulties
in tracing such developments are greater than in the case of other
ancient religions, because of the significant lacunae in documenta-
tion. This also holds for synchronie layerings: priestly, royal and lay
perceptions of rituals and doctrines,12 and for internal variations in,
for instance, Sasanian Zoroastrianism. To take an example, there
are some traces of the advocacy of vegetarianism in certain Zoroastrian
traditions and, consequently, there must have been Zoroastrians in
the Sasanian period who rejected the tradition of animal sacrifice
altogether, but we cannot grasp them historically."

To remedy the many uncertainties in the field, two strategics have
been commonly adopted. Some scholars, particularly those working
on the earlier layers of Zoroastrianism, view the Zoroastrian prac-
tice in comparison with the rich materials from Vedic India, with

" Boyrc, History I, 214 216; J. Kellens & E. Pirart, An textes viril-avtstiques I
(Wiesbaden: Reichert, 1988), 32 36; H. Humbach, 'Ihe Gäthäs of Zprathuitra and lh(
Other Old Avestan Texts (Heidelberg: Winter, 1991) 67-94.

2 For the diachronic and synchronie layering of /oroastrian traditions, cf.
A. de Jong, "Purification in absentia: On the Development ol' /oroastrian Ritual
Practice," in J. Assmann and G.G. Stroumsa, eds., 7ram/ormations oj the Inner Self m
Ancient Religions (I-ciden: Brill, 1999) 301-329.

" Cf. S. Shaked, Dualism in Transformation. Varieties of Religion in Sasanian Iran
(London: School of Oriental and African Studies, 1994) 43 44.
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which Zoroastrianism shares a common ancestry.14 Both on a lexi-
cal and grammatical level and, it seems, with regard to certain basic-
conceptions of' animal sacrifice, the two traditions show remarkable
similarities.1' Such a comparison can therefore yield important infor-
mation on possible meanings of the rite in either tradition. There
are also significant and undeniable differences: Vedic religion is, in
all senses of the expression, a sacrificial religion: sacrifice is at the
core of the tradition and forms the basis of virtually all speculation."1

This does not apply to Zoroastrianism in any of its expressions, with
the possible but inconclusive exception of the Gâthâs.

The alternative to this comparative approach is the study of Zoro-
astrian traditions as they unfold on the basis of the earlier texts. This
approach is mainly productive for those working on the later peri-
ods of Zoroastrian history, for it presupposes the existence of an
early layer of tradition (laid down in the Gâthâs and the Younger
Avesta), beyond which historical research cannot reach.17 Ideally, the
two approaches are used in combination, but for the specific sub-
ject of animal sacrifice this has proven to be extremely difficult.111 In
the present contribution, we shall limit ourselves to the second
approach to explore the meanings of sacrifice in the development of
the Zoroastrian tradition.

2. Early outside witnesses

The earliest datable references to sacrifice in Iranian religious tra-
ditions come from two sources: Greek descriptions of the religion of

14 For an introduction, cl'. J.C.. Heesterman, 7 Ac lirakfn \\'<>rlii »f Sacrifice. An A
in Am lent Ini/inn Ultimi (Chicago! University c i l ( '.lui .ii;o IVrsx, 1993).

K l a h o t a t e c l l)\ Kcllcns .ind Pirar t . / / > /cv/n ; inl n:v \liijin-\ I, '.\ ' i ( > .
"' For recent careful explorations of the subject, cl. Heesterman, Broken \\'mlii

and S.W. Jamison, The Ravenous Hyena* and the \\'ounded Sun. Myth and Ritual in Ancient
India (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991). The rituals associated w i t h animal
sacrifice (f>n\iihandli<i> arc amply described in R.N. Oandckar (ed.), Sniiitiiknui Knglish
Section I (Poona: V'aidika Samsodhana Mandala, 19(i'2) 770 876; for qu i ck refer-
ence, consult A.B. Keith, The Religion tiinl l'/n/i>\nf>/ir <>J the Veda und l '/mnnl/iii/*
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard Universi ty Press, 1925) 324 32b'.

17 Good recen t examples ol such an approach are (i. Ktrvenbrock, Srtmùi in the
^proastnan 'Imditum lOrientali.i Rheno-'I raiectina 2ft; Ix'idcn: Brill. 1985); A. Him/e.
"The- Rise' of the ' Saviour in the Avesta," in C. Reck and P. /ieme, eels.. Iran und
Turjan. Beitrage Bnliner Hï\\fn\e/m/ilrr. \\rnirr Sundermann ^iim til), (rrbtirhlag genulnul
Wiesbaden: I lai r . i sscmit / , 1995), 77 97.

" The besi a l t c -mpt is Boyce, History of ^Hroastnatiism I, 149 157.
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the Persians and Elamite tablets from the Achaemenian administra-
tion in Persepolis in the period of Darius I. The evidence from the
latter, however, tends to be inconclusive. The tablets mainly men-
tion rations apportioned to priests and others for the performance
of certain rituals; the rituals themselves are often named but it has
not yet been possible to identify or interpret these terms with any
confidence.1'1 In Greek descriptions of (mainly) royal Persian rituals,
animal sacrifice is especially prominent, but this may have been con-
ditioned by the interests of the Greek observers themselves.20

Two texts stand out in importance: Herodotus, Histories 1.132 and
Strabo, Geography 15.3.13.-15.21 Herodotus, our earliest witness, de-
scribes a lay sacrifice, initiated and performed by a Persian on his
own wish, in order to honour the god of his liking. A priest (a
Magus) is present, but only to sing an invocation to the gods.
Herodotus' description of the sacrifice shows so many lacunae that
it is difficult to evaluate accurately. The opposite is true of Strabo's
account, which is highly detailed and of the greatest importance for
the history of Zoroastrian rituals.

Strabo was born in Amaseia around 63 BCE and died around 23
CE. His family had lived in Pontus for several generations and had
entertained close contacts with the Graeco-Iranian Mithradatic dynasty.
These contacts were severed for reasons of political expediency when
the family established relations with the Romans in the person of
Lucullus. When Lucullus was ousted by Pompey, the family's pres-
tige and influence suffered accordingly. Strabo, who had been edu-
cated in Nyssa, travelled through large parts of the ancient world,
from Armenia to the West and from Pontus to Ethiopia. He never
went to Persia proper, but he had intimate knowledge of Iranian
culture in the diaspora, and of the mix of Greek, Armenian and
Iranian cultures that dominated the Eastern half of Anatolia for sev-
eral centuries. He is one of the few Greek authors to transmit first-
hand information on /oroastrianism as a living faith, among the
diaspora communities of Cappadocia and Eastern Anatolia. In his

''' H. Koch, Die religiösen Verhältnisse der Dareios-^eit. Untersuchungen an Hand der elami-
schen Persefinlutqfelchen (Göttinger Orientfoncbungen, Rh. 3, Bd. 4; Wiesbaden: Harras-
sowitz, 1977) 120 l.r>'l (If. also M. Boyce, ,1 History nf ^nrnastnanism II: Under the
Afhaemmians (Handbuch der Orimi.ilisiik' 1.8.2.2.2A.2; Ix-iden: Brill, 1982) 132-149.

m A brilliant vue d'ensemble is given by P. Brian!, Histoire de l'empire l'erse. De Cyrus
à Alexandre (Paris: Fayard, 1996) 252 260.

" For these texts, cf. De Jong, Traditions of the Magi, 7fr-156.
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description of Zoroastrian rituals (Geography 15.3.13 15; he hardly
mentions the beliefs of the Persians), Strabo writes the following:

13. [. . .] And they perform sacrifices aller dedicatory prayers in a
purified place, presenting the victim wreathed. And when the Magus,
who directs the ceremony, has cut the meat to pieces, the people take
them away and depart, leaving no portion for the gods. For they say
that the god needs the soul of the victim and nothing else. And yet,
according to some, they put a small piece of the omentum on the fire.

14. They bring sacrifices to fire and water in a diflcrent way. For fire,
they place upon it dry pieces of wood without the hark and place soft
fat upon it; then, they pour oil upon it and light it below, not blow-
ing but fanning; they even kill those who do blow or put a corpse or
fi l th upon the fire. But for water, they go to a lake or a river or a
spring, dig a trench and sacrifice (the victim) over it, taking care that
nothing of the water near by is soiled with the blood, because thus
they will defile it. Then they arrange the pieces of meat on myrtle or
laurel, the Magi touch it with slender wands and sing invocations,
while pouring out a libation of oil with milk and honey, not into fire
or water, but upon the ground. And they sing invocations for a long
time, holding the bundle of slender tamarisk wands in their hand.

15. But in Cappadocia-fbr there the tribe of the Magi is large; they
are also called fire-kindlers, and there are many sanctuaries of the
Persian gods-they do not even sacrifice with a knife, but they beat (the
animal to death) with a piece of wood as with a cudgel. |. . .)

Some details in this description are obscure. This is particurly true
of the libation poured on the earth. The main elements of the rit-
ual, however, are clearly recognizable and are important for filling
some gaps in our documentation in the Iranian texts. It is to these
that we turn now.

3. The ritual as described in ^proastrian texts

With some notable exceptions, most animals could be offered in
sacrifice. The most important exceptions are animals that were held
to have been created by the Evil Spirit (the so-called xrqfstras) and
certain animals that were particularly sacred because of their great
use in the battle against evil: the cockerel, the dog, the beaver and
the hedgehog, for instance. The evil animals are a separate section
of the animal kingdom created by the evil spirit in order to harm
the good creation. Mainstream Zoroastrian ideas on cosmogony and
cosmology involve a double creation in the second stage of creative
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activity. First, Ahura Mazda created the universe and what is in it
in a perfect, spiritual (mënög) state. This creation could not he attacked
by the Evil Spirit (Angra Mainyu/Ahreman), but in order to make
it possible to solve the conflict between the two spirits-the main rea-
son for this creation to exist-Ahura Mazda transferred his initial cre-
ation into a material (gêtïg) state, vulnerable to the activities of the
Evil Spirit. Angra Mainyu immediately rushed to that creation and
counter-created various sections in this universe, in order to make
it more accessible to his destructive purposes. These creations include
salt water, smoke, diseases and death, deserts, mountains and the
evil animals (xraßtrd). The xra/ffrw-category includes reptiles and insects,
felines, wolves and other predators. Since these animals belong to
Angra Mainyu, killing them is one of the greatest virtues anyone
can perform; in expiation of sins, certain numbers of xrafstras must
be killed and people were supposed to have with them a whip-like
instrument, called xrafitrayna-, "xra/c/ra-killer" in order to do so. Such
animals, however, were not suitable to be offered in sacrifice to
Ahura Mazda or any of the yazatas. They do have a "soul", but in
this case that soul is not held to be released or saved by killing the
animal in a sacrificial setting, as is the case with the "good" ani-
mals.2^ Offering such an animal in sacrifice is considered to be "devil-
worship", the opposite of what is required of man. Descriptions of
such devilish rites usually focus on the wolf as the animal to be
sacrificed, just as descriptions of good sacrifices usually mention the
cow as the sacrificial animal par excellence?*

Among the beneficent animals, the cockerel is often explicitly
excluded from sacrifice.24 The bird is sacred to the god Sraosa and
its call in the morning chases the demons away. Likewise, sacrificing
a dog seems to have been unimaginable: the animal was considered
particularly holy and indispensable in the battle against pollution. It

a For the soul of the xrafttras, cf. Andarz î wehdênân n mâzdêman in .J.M. Jamasp-
Asana, I'ahlavi Texts (Bombay, 1897) 123.3 ff: "Who created the soul' (eyän] in the
xrafstars* He said: 'Ohrmazd.'"

( '•(. .Nerangfitan 59 (in A. VVaag, MfuHffitm. Drr Aimlntmktal über die ritiirllfii
Vorschriften (Iranische Forschungen 2; Ix-ip/.ig: Hinrichs, 1941): "One satisfies the
Kii/in wi th the body of a she-wolf and her milk among all the devil-worshippers
and those whose bodies are forfeit [. . .]." This lofim probably led to the descrip-
t ion of actual sacrifices of a wolf in Plutarch, /> l\ide et Osiride 46; cf. De Jong,
Traditions nf the Magi, 177 180.

24 Cf. in particular PhlRDd. 58.81.
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shares its anti-demonic qualities with the beaver and the hedgehog,
all animals that were not eaten and not sacrificed.

Theoretically, at least, all other animals could be offered in sacrifice.
Some, of course, never were because they were not caught to be
eaten. In some texts, the range of animals suitable for sacrifice is
restricted to domesticated animals and all fish and birds (with the
exception of the cockerel and birds not eaten, such as vultures). Wild
animals, that is to say those animals caught in the hunt, are a prob-
lematic category. Since all sacrificial rites we hear of in the texts
mention the killing of the animal (with a cudgel and a knife), whether
as part of the ritual or preceding it (both varieties are attested),25 it
is unclear how wild animals would qualify for the ritual. In PlilRDd.
58.78 80,* a distinction is made between tame animals (killed with
cudgel and knife) and wild animals (killed with bow and arrow). The
latter (the example given is the "mountain cow" (çâw t kôfi$21 can
also be captured and domesticated; if they are, the rules that apply
to them are identical to the rules applying to tame animals. This
suggests that the meat of animals killed during the hunt had a sep-
arate status, because it did not derive from animals killed in a rit-
ual setting.2"

A further problem arises with several lists of animals that should not
be killed or eaten that appear in Pahlavi texts."' These have some-
limes been interpreted as giving rules on animals not suitable for

" M. Boycc, "Haoma, Priest of the Sacrifice," in M. Boycc and I. Gcrshevitch,
cds., W.B. Henning Memorial Volume (London: Lund Humphries, 1970) 62 80, p. 68.

* For this text, cf. AA'. Williams, The Palilan Riraval .\uoinf>an\inc ///, /W,A/«H /
Dênîg (I)et Kongcligc Danskc Yidcnskabcnics Selsk.il>, Ilistorisk-Filosotiskc Meddelclser
60; Kobcnh.ivn: Munksgaard, 1989) ad loc. Cf. also K.M. Jamasp-Asa. 'On the
dran in /oroastrianism' in Papers in Honour nf /V»/n»«r Maty Knvce (Acta Iranica 24;
Ix-iden: Brill, 1985) :«5 .156.

;; According to Ph. Gignoux, "Dietary l.aws in Prc-lslamic and Post-Sasanian
Iran," Jmnn/i'/ii Miutir\ in .\xihu und I Jam 1 7 I ' I ' l l ) 16 42, a mouflon.

'" For hunting and ils l icnc l i l s according to Iranian traditions, cf. Ph. Gignoux.
"La chasse dans l'Iran sasanide," in Gh. Gnoli, ed., Oricntalia Humana 5. Iranian
Sluilif\ (Série Orientale Roma 52; Roma: Istituto l i . i l i . i t n > per il medio ed estremo
Oriente. l'I!«) 101 118.

1 An overview is given hy Gignoux, "Dietary Laws." J.C. Tavadia announced
in Säyrst-nf-üäytst. A Pahlavi Jexl on Rfligiuui ( .H.S /WMV (Alt- und Neu-Indische Studien
/i; Hamburg: Fricdrichscn, De (!ni \ ter , 1930) ISO au .ulule on "l.rwful and l 'nhmful
An ima l Food According to Iranian Writers." hut this unfortunately did not appear
.is announced in the Pavry Festschrift.
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sacrificial rituals, but their exact status is unclear. They proscribe,
for instance, the killing of the pig and the eating of pork under cer-
tain conditions."' An Avestan fragment in the Nêrangestân, however,
seems to indicate precisely the opposite, by listing the pig (strangely
enough along with various young animals) as an animal "to be
sacrificed during the ritual for the gods" (padyazisn ïya^adân kusiïn)."
Similarly, various forbidden animals listed in SnS 10.9 appear as
choice meats in the description of royal cuisine in the court romance
King Khusraw and hù Page."

If the animal species suitable for sacrifice are not unequivocally
specified, other rules are clear. Both male and female animals could
be offered in sacrifice." Young animals were not suitable. This rule,
one of the most often repeated prescriptions, is in accordance with
similar rules concerning fruits and vegetables: these could only be
picked or harvested when they were ripe." I^ambs, kids, calves and
colts were, consequently, not considered admissible sacrificial ani-
mals. At the other end of the age spectre, animals that were too old
were not admissible either."

If female, the animal should not be with young and should not
be suckling its young. All animals should be intact (i.e. not missing
certain body parts), healthy and strong. Ix-an, sickly and wounded
animals were not suitable."1 The animal obviously also had to be
alive at the moment of sacrifice. A final restriction appears to have
been one of quantity: it was considered best to kill as small a num-
ber of animals as possible in order to feed the congregation."

'" Gignoux, "Dietary Laws," 20; 29.
" H. Hnll i iMiui , "Drei indogermanische- Tiernamen in einem A vesta-Fragment,"

Münchener Studien nur Sprachwi\sen.\chaft 22 (1967) 29 38. The fragment occurs in
.V. 58 (Waag) with a parallel in PhlRDd. 58.811

" For which, cf. D. Monchi-/„ulch, "Xusrôv i Kavâtân ut rc'Mak. I'ahlavi Text,
Transcription and Translation," in Mimumentum (ieorg Mt^MÉWW // (Acl.i I r . i n i i . i
22; Ix-iden: Brill, 1983) 47-91.

11 Gignoux, "Dietary Ijaws," 17, suggests that only ni.île .mimais v\ere suitable, but
this is flatly contradicted by certain rules applying only to female animals (e.g. those
proscribing the slaughter of animals with young) and by the fact that the Avestan
parts of the .\êrangtîtân refer to the sacrificial animals with leminine lorins only.

14 Evident, for instance, from the Irani I'atita, a late conlession of sins, which
includes the confession that "I have cut down young wood and trees and picked
unripe fruits and vegetables." For the text, cf. E.K. Antiâ, I'azend Texts (Bombay.
Trustees of the Parsee Punchâyet, 1909) 139.5-6.

15 JV. 54 (Waag) appears to proscribe the use of an animal that no longer has
milk to give.

<" ,V. 56.
17 PhlRDd. 58.71, discussed by Boyee, "Haoma," 69 70 (and cf. below).
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In certain cases, rules applied to the food the animal could have
eaten. If one wanted to sacrifice a pig, which was thought to feed
on xrqfitras, it should have been fed on grass and vegetables for a
year in order to qualify."1 In the case of cows, neither their meat
nor their milk could be used for ritual purposes if the owner found
out that the animal had accidentally consumed carrion.'"

Some rules also applied to whoever provided the animal. The
Nnarigestan 54 (Waag) says that the animal should come from the
personal possessions of the dedicant and his family, but may also be
procured (by confiscation) from devil-worshippers and mortal sinners.
In that case, the confiscation was only allowed, it seems, if the ani-
mal was indeed sacrificed.

After the selection and inspection of the animal, a priest dug a
trench or a pit over which the animal was to be killed and con-
structed a separate mound of grass on which the pieces of meat were
supposed to be placed. Both elements are mentioned by Strabo and
the mound of grass also figures prominently in the oldest descrip-
tion of Persian animal sacrifice in Greek literature, Herodotus' Histories
1.132.k' Both elements are also known from the .Nêmngestân: "[Placing]
the rump toward the co', breast to the fire, dig a hole, put down a
cushion without recitation. If no hole is dug the cushion will be
damaged."" This is the only passage in Zoroastrian literature to
confirm the digging of a pit before the sacrifice and give its reason:
to prevent the blood from defiling a sacred space; such is the case
with the water in Strabo's description and with the "cushion" (bâliï]
in the Nêrangestân.

The pit presumably was dug to collect the waste products of the
sacrifice: the inedible intestines of the animal and, possibly, its blood/''
The practice is well known from other Zoroastrian rules with regard

"' Gignoux, "Dietary Laws," 20.
9 Vd. 7.77 with commentary.

m For which, cf. De JOUR, 7MMM of the Magi, 110 119.
" I'.ililavi .Nêrangfilân 1. 128v, in: D.S. Matters & M. Schwärt/ . Iliinma anil Harmahnr.

Hie liiiliniKdl Identity <>/ the lutin limn/in ^annl Hallurinogrn "Siimu" ninl il\ 1/yu} in Religion.
//;;;<,'»<(«<', ami Middle l',n.\lfm l-nlklun t ' imc r s i l x nl ( i.ililnrnia Publications: Nc.it I1..Mem
Studies 21; Berkeley and I / is Angeles: I 'uners i tv of California Press, 1989) 83, n. 14.

1 The status nt the blood of the sacnlical animal is uncertain: in modern Irani
Zoroastrian usage, the blood is collected in a bowl and prepared to be eaten .is ,\
form of black pudding); since Islamic observance forbids the eating of blood, this
is unlikely to be a recent innovation. The observance i tself , however, is not kno\\n
from any literary source. Cf. Boyce, "Mihragän," 1 1 1 .
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to impure substances. More than most other religions, Zoroastrianism
has difficulties with the ways by which to dispose of impure sub-
stances (i.e. everything that leaves the body).41 Since earth, water
and fire are all sacred and polluting these elements must be avoided,
simply throwing them on the earth, throwing them in water or burn-
ing them are no viable solutions. The solution prescribed through-
out Zoroastrian literature is that of digging a hole and protecting
the earth from being polluted by certain formulae, before and after
the "burying" of the impure substances. This rule applies to the dis-
posal of nail-clippings and hair as well as to urinating and defecat-
ing.44 The hole that is dug is marked off by the drawing of furrows
which prevent the impurity from spreading; the recitation of texts
neutralizes the evil that attaches to the impure substances.

The animal was made to face the fire.4' Its legs were bound
together, a dedication was recited, dedicating the animal to Vohu
Manah, Ix>rd of Cattle, and the neck of the animal was broken with
a log of wood, or at least the animal was stunned. Then, it was
killed by slitting its throat with a knife. The sequence of activities
at this stage of the sacrifice is perhaps best illustrated by a passage
from the short poetic text Draxl î Äsung 1 4 1 7 . In this text, a Parthian-
Middle Persian dispute between a Babylonian tree and a goat on
the question who is the best, the tree addresses the goat thus:

They make ropes of me which hind your legs.
They make clubs of me which break your neck.
They make pegs of me which hang you upside down.
I am fuel for the fires which roast you terribly.4*'

The question of stunning the animal before killing it with a knife
has attracted a lot of attention, both among non-Zoroastrians in
antiquity and in modern scholarly literature." In the Questions of Bóxt-

45 For an introduc lion to ihr subject, cf. A.V. Williams, "/oroastrian and Judaic
Purity Laws. Reflections on the Viability of a Sociological In terpre ta t ion" in
S. Shaked and A. Netzer, eds., Irano-Judaica III (Jerusalem: Ben /vi Institute, 1994)
72 89; further materials in J.K. Choksy, Puntv and Pollution in ^oraastnanism. Triumph
aver Evil (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1989).

44 Cf. also De Jong, "Purification in absentia."
' ' Hoyre, "Haoma," 68 with n. 57.
46 Translated by O.J. Brunner, "The Fable of The Habvlonian Tree" J.M.V :(')

(1980), 191 202; 291 :«)2, ad loc.
7 The fundamental study is E. Benveniste, "Sur la terminologie iranienne du

sacrifice," JA 252 (1964) 45 58.
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Mahrê, part of' the fifth book of the Dénkard, we find this aspect of
the ritual as one of the items in the discussion between a Christian
and a Zoroastrian high priest.*" The question asked is: "What is
the reason that the sacrificial animal is struck with the wood before
the knife?" (gospand pad kustan pês az hard cob z.adan cirri] and this is the
answer:

The reason for striking cattle with a log before (applying) the knife,
together with the other things which are to be done in that matter,
apart from the ritual efficacy of cleansing the body from a number of
demons, especially the portion of excrement and bad taste, and (apart
from) preventing the unjust and ill-considered slaughter of cattle, is
first pity for the beast and on this account the lessening of its fear and
pain when the knife is applied to it, and its prevention of the slaugh-
ter of cattle in an ill-considered manner, impulsively and at any time
when one's desire is urgent."

This particular aspect of the Zoroastrian ritual is also known to us
from two unexpected traditions. The Mandaeans, who sacrifice ani-
mals with a knife, do so only while holding a piece of wood, undoubt-
edly under the influence of Zoroastrian practices."' I t has long been
known that Mandaean ritual terminology and practice was heavily
influenced by Zoroastrianism.1' The piece of wood, incidentally, is
not used in the sacrifice, but it is mandatory that it be held.

The practice of stunning the animal before killing it is also known
from Armenian literature, where the Iranian loan-word yaz-el (from
the root yaç-, "to sacrifice") came to be used to indicate precisely
this way of sacrificing. Eating meat from an animal killed in the
Zoroastrian way was considered proof of (re-)convcrsion.1- In Syriac,

4" For the background of these questions, cf. A. de Jong, "Zoroastrian Sclf-
Delinilion in Contact with Other Faiths," in S. Sliaked and A. Net/er, rik. Irano
'/IK/III/II 5 [forthc.]. For a translation of the text, cf. M.F. K.iiiça. "Pursisnïhâ f
Bôxt-Mârâ ul-sän passox'fhä. A Pahlavi Text," Mian ljngm\ti< s 25 i,19(>4 1%.");
Habitram SaLwia l-ilniliilniii Volume) 3 20.

''' Translated by R.C. /aeliner, Zjiwan. A ^jirnastrian Dilemma (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1955) 52.

'"' K. Rudolph, Dit Mtmdäer II. Der hult (FRI ANT NF 57; («mingen: Yamlcnliocck
& Ruprecht, 1961) 297; E.S. Drower, The Afandataru of Iraq and Iran (Oxford: ( K l i u d
University Press. 1937) 49 50.

'' Cf. S. (fiii idü/, Hit knowledge <>/ Ij/r. l tie Origin* and l-jir/r llutary of the .Mantlaetim
and their Relation to the Sahiatu nj the Qur'ân and to the Harraman.\ l.JSS Supplement S;
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994) 79 83.

'* Benveniste, "Terminologie," ,r)l 53;J.R. Russell, ^nrmutrianism in Armenia l l .m. i ix l
Iranian Series 5; Cambridge, MA: Hanard t 'n iversi t \ . Department of Near F.aMeni
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too, the practice has been recorded." The controversy over the eat-
ing of meat from sacrificial animals will he discussed below.

The description in the Draxt l Asûrîg also omits some essential ele-
ments: the animal was bound and stunned and hung from wooden
pegs, after which it was flayed and dissected.''1 The roasting of the
animal could also be replaced by cooking the meat in a cauldron,
as witnessed by Herodotus and observed among modern Irani
Zoroastrians.'r' Raw meat, at any rate, was not allowed (JV. 57). The
inedible innards were probably buried in the pit and the skins were
prepared and could be offered (separately) as part of the ritual. We
do not know much about the treatment of the meat, apart from the
fact that it was cut to pieces and roasted or cooked. One thing,
however, is essential: some parts of the head (or the entire head)
were kept aside, because they were consecrated to the god Haoma.
We find this prescription already in the Avesta: the two jaw-bones,
the tongue and the left eye are the share of Haoma (Y. 11.4-7).
Apart from being the god of the plant Haoma (one of the essential
elements of Zoroastrian ritual), Haoma is also known as the divine
priest and, as such, receives a fixed portion.56

The consecration of the head, and more particularly of the tongue,
of the animal is one of the very few elements of the ritual that have
been attested throughout the history of Zoroastrianism. A special rit-
ual, in which a flat cake (drôn) was offered with the tongue was part
of the sacrificial rites. The only exception occurs when birds or fish
are offered as sacrificial animals; these animals were not dedicated
to Haoma but to the god Gös, the "soul of the bull," who looks
after animal welfare.

In all Zoroastrian rituals, the dedication takes place by reciting
the appropriate words and by a ritual tasting (casm) by the priest.
Generally, there are the drôn, prepared Haoma and representations
of vegetal and animal life (the latter known as gâïudâg, cf. above).
During the ritual, the priest tastes some of it and afterwards the rest

I-anguagcs and Civilizations; National Association for Armenian Studies and Research,
1987) 491 494.

™ Cf. the evidence from Mar Barhad-hcsahha in ). hide/. & F. Cumont, Its mnt>f\
hellénisés (Paris: I/-s Helles I r t l res, 1937) vol. 2, 100 101.

r'4 AffftxdUl 11.4 11.6.
''"' Boyce, .Stronghold, 246.
* Brilliantly studied by Boyce, "Haoma," passim.
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of the gnsädäg as well as the share of Haoma (the consecrated tongue,
which the priest may not taste) is given to a dog, one of the most
sacred animals in Zoroastrianism.

What is striking in Zoroastrian rites of animal sacrifice is the fact
that almost all of the meat is of no consequence to the ritual. Apart
from the tongue, some of the fat, which is given to the fire, and the
piece of meat near the drôn, the meat is of no consequence.57 The
priest gets his share and the rest is either consumed by those pre-
sent or is shared and taken away. The sharing of the meat was con-
sidered a sacred duty, and failing to comply with it is condemned
in strong terms in Y. 1 1 . 1 .

4. Controversies over ^oroastrian sacrifices

Like systems of purity and pollution, the rites of sacrifice can pro-
duce and uphold boundaries between religious groups. In the cul-
tural mix of Sasanian Babylonia and Iran, virtually all religious
communities banned the eating of meat from animals killed by "oth-
ers." This is true of Jews, /oroastrians, Mandaeans and Christians
in various degrees of rigidity. The Zoroastrian legislation on the sub-
ject, however, is not very clear. One often finds bans on killing ani-
mals "not in accordance with the law" (adâdîhâ), something which
Jews and Christians were said to do, but the laws in question are
rarely specified. One can reasonably guess that the fact that Jews
were thought to kill young animals constituted illegal ways of tak-
ing animal life.'"

Zoroastrian sources frequently mention the fact that it is not allowed
to buy meat from non-Zoroastrians, or to sell meat to them, but
such a prescription is part of a larger set of rules against exchang-
ing food commodities of various types and the ban on buying them
from unbelievers is connected with their failure to observe the purity

" On the <wN7i/MOT-or}cring mentioned by Strabo, cl'. De Jong, '1 militions of the
I.S2 133, with references to parallels in Indian and /oroastrian literature and

in modern praclit t,
'" ( M. l)k. 3.288.9: "One, <against that which Yima> counselled not to kill cat-

tle before they reach maturity, Dahâg taught to kill cattle freely, acco rd ing to the
custom of the Jews." Translated and discussed by S. Sh.iked, "/oroastrian Polemics
against,)ews in the Sasanian and Early Islamic Period," in S. Shaked and A. Netzer,
eds., Irnnn "Judaica II (Jerusalem: Ben /vi Institute, 1TOO) 85 104.
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rules and not specifically related to sensitivities in the area of ani-
mal sacrifice.

Such sensitivities are known, however, from the opposing sides:
the best known and most interesting case is the charge, brought for-
ward in martyrologies, that Christians were required by their Zoro-
astrian persecutors to "eat blood."'1' The most likely interpretation
of these charges is connected with the Zoroastrian practice of sacrifice,
which seems to be designed to keep the blood in the animal for as
long as possible; animals were bled, eventually, but no particular
importance attached to the bleeding of the animal, which must have-
been unacceptable to Jews, but here appears to have been unac-
ceptable to Christians, too. From Armenian literature we also find
reports on the fact that re-converted Zoroastrians were required to
eat meat from a sacrificed animal, which apparently constituted proof
of true (re-)conversion.w'

5. Interpretations of sacrifice: the sacrifice as a giß to the gods

To the question why the ritual of animal sacrifice is important or
necessary, the obvious answer in the texts would be: "for the sake
of the soul."''1 But the meaning or interpretation of the sacrifice has
taken different directions, stressing either the nature of the ritual as
a pleasing gift to the gods or as the only legitimate way of procur-
ing meat. It is to these interpretations that we must turn now.

The first interpretation, which focuses on the commerce between
mortals and gods, is in all likelihood the oldest tradition. It is sim-
ilar to ideas on sacrifice in the religion of Vedic India, which shares
a common ancestry with Zoroastrianism. It is also most explicitly
present in the Avesta, the oldest layer of Zoroastrian literature, and
more particularly in the Task, hymns to the individual divinities.' '
In these hymns, the gods are praised and invoked. One often finds

w Some texts have been collected and discussed by Gignoux, "Dietary I^aws,"
21-22.

'•" Benvcnistc, "Terminologie," 53.
61 Cf. S. Shaked, '"For the Sake of the Soul': A /oroastrian Idea in Transmission

to Islam," Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 13 (1990) 15 32.
*'2 For the Yosts, cf. H. {»mind. Die }ash des Awtsta (Quellen der Keligionsgescliiclile

15: Göttinnen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht; Ix'ip/.ig: I l inrichs, 1927); P.O. Skjaerv»,
"Hymnic Composition in the Avesta," l)\e Spmihr !56.2 (1994) 199-243.
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in them a catalogue of divine and heroic worshippers, describing
sacrifices performed in honour of the deity to whom the hymn is
addressed. These passages are highly formulaic. A typical example
from the hymn to Anahita, a popular river goddess and goddess of
fertility, is:

The brave, powerful Ka\-i Usan sacrificed to her (Anahita) on Mount
Erczifya a hundred stallions, a thousand cows and ten-thousand sheep.
Then he asked her: 'Good strong Arcdvf Sûrâ Anahita, grant me this
favour, that I may become the supreme ruler over all lands, over daaias
and men, over sorcerers and witches, over petty rulers, kai'is and kara-
pans. Aredvî Sûrâ Anâhitâ granted him that favour, to him who brought
her libations, who worshipped her and brought her sacrifices. (Yt.
5.45 47)

The majority of passages in which sacrifices are performed follow
this pattern. A markedly different formula is used in the case of
priestly and divine worshippers, /arathustra and Ahura Mazda, for
instance, who do not take animal life, but engage in the typically
priestly Haoma-libations and sacred words.1'1 A further difference can
be observed in those passages where evil mythical persons perform
the sacrifice: they can kill as many animals as the good persons do,
but their wishes are never granted.

The incredible number of animals killed in these texts are due,
no doubt, to epic exaggeration, but the species offered (horses, cows
and sheep) were certainly all offered once, even though there does
not seem to be direct evidence for horse sacrifice.64

The ideas underlying this interpretation of sacrifice are reasonably
clear: an individual turns to a specific deity in order to please him
or her and obtain merit or a specific favour in return. The deity is
offered the sacrifice, invited to partake of it and is supposed to do
something in return. This is also very much the interpretation sug-
gested by Herodotus and other Greek authors.

There are some traces of an even older conception of sacrifice in
the Avesta: that according to which the gods were actually in need

"' Yt. 5.17-19; 5.104-106, for example. Cf. also A. Panaino, "An Aspect of
Sacrifice in the Avesta," Kast anil I I n / 36 (1986) 271 274.

''" It is mentioned in several places in Greek literature, hut there it may owe
more than a l i t t l e to Greek ideas on sacrifice. Cf. in particular Appian. Mithridatria
70, with I)c Jong, 'traditions oj the Mögt. 361 362.



144 A. DE JONG

of those sacrifices. This is a well known idea from Vedic India, but
only poorly attested in the Avesta. The only straightforward exam-
ple is from the hymn to Tistrya (Yt. 8), the star Sirius, bringer of
rain, with a parallel passage in the hymn to Verethraghna (Yt. 14),
the god of victory.'" In the hymn to Tistrya, we read that the calami-
ties coming over the Aryan nations (the "we" of these texts) are due
to the fact that Tistrya did not receive enough sacrifices. The solu-
tion to these problems is given by Ahura Mazda himself: "Then
Ahura Mazda answered: 'I^et the Aryan nations bring libations unto
him; let the Aryan nations spread the baresman for him; let the Aryan
nations cook a sheep for him, either white or black or of any colour,
but of one colour'." (Yt. 8.58). Ahura Mazda adds that if a wicked,
non-Iranian person is allowed to partake of this sacrifice, it is void
and the calamities will not be averted (Yt. 8.59-61).

In this passage, the idea is clearly expressed that the gods were
thought to be strengthened by the sacrifice. This conception, how-
ever, is rare because in Zoroastrian literature, the main idea has
always been that prayer, worship and belief strengthen the good gods
in their fight against evil.

These are some early examples of the understanding of sacrifice as
a commerce between mortals and gods, the typical expression of
which is the invitation to a meal. A significant aspect for the devel-
opment of Zoroastrianism seems to be the stress on the morality of
the dedicant, upon which (and not upon the correct procedure) the
acceptability of the offering depends.

Although it is not commonly found in /oroastrian literature, there
can be little doubt that this continued to be the way in which most
Zoroastrians understood the rites of animal sacrifice: as a personal
gift to a divinity in order to acquire spiritual merit or to obtain a
certain goal. As such it is usually presented in Greek literature on
the religion of the Persians, where we find many descriptions of
(mainly) royal sacrifices, carefully chosen and dedicated to specific
divinities by the Magi, the Zoroastrian priests.hl'

Further confirmation of the continuing prominence of this inter-
pretation of sacrifice comes from the inscriptions of the Sasanian
king Säpür I (r. 242 272 CE). In his monumental trilingual inscrip-

tó Cf. A. Panaino, Tiïtrya. l'art I: The Avestan Hymn In Sinu\ (Serie Orientale Roma
8.1; Roma: Istituto Italiano per il Medio cd Estremo Oriente, 1990).

'"' De Jong, Tradition, <>ƒ the Magi, 357 362.
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don on thé Ka'bch-ye Zartust (SKZ),67 this Sasanian monarch specifics
the number of sheep to be killed on a daily basis for the sake of
his soul and for the sake of the souls of various relatives.1'" There is
no reason to doubt that these sacrifices were actually performed and
they entailed the killing of thousands of sheep on a yearly basis.

6. Animal sacrifice from a priestly perspective

This conception of sacrifice is rarely attested in the priestly Pahlavi
writings (to be dated collectively in the ninth and tenth centuries CE,
but containing materials that are much older). These writings often
focus more on the technicalities of the sacrifice, describing with great
care which texts are to be recited when. Some of these texts, in par-
ticular the Nêrarigestân, a treatise on ritual, were used more or less
as manuals for practising priests."' Wherever we find something about
the underlying ideas, the focus is more on compassion with the ani-
mal and the deeply felt theological problem of taking life, in a tra-
dition where this is an action usually ascribed to the Evil Spirit.70

Before evil entered the world, there was no death. The first animal
to be killed was the Uniquely Created Bull (gäw t êk-dâd] and it was
killed by Ahrcman, the Evil Spirit, in his attempt to destroy the
good creation. As an unexpected salutary effect of this first act of
violence, a variety of plant and animal life came into being and the
progression of life began. This progression of life is a vital part of
the struggle against evil, which is the only reason for this world to
exist.71 Death, in other words, is what Ahreman does to people, ani-
mals and plants. It is one of his countcrcreations to the life created
by Ahura Mazda. There is no escaping the reality that in order to

'" For the text, cf. M. Back, Dit sassaniduchen Staalxinschri/lm (Acta Iranica 18;
Ix-iH.-n: Brill, 1978) 284 371.

"" I l ie passages in question arc to he found in Back, Sassanidischen Staatsm.vhnßrn,
336- 368.

• For the nature of the Nrrange.'itÂn, cf. F.M. Kotwal & Ph.G. Kreyenhroek, The
Hêrbedestân and Nêrangrstiiii H: .\miiigfitan. b'ragard I (Studia Iranica Cahier Hi; Paris:
Association pour l'avancement ties études iraniennes, 199.5) 13 14.

" This interpretation of the ritual has heen carefully explored in the works by
Mary Boyce referred to above.

" The most extensive version of th is aspect of the cosmogony is found in (Imitri
litindaliiüi 4.21 4A6, for which cf. B.T. Anklesaria. ^jiml aku\ili. Iranian or (ireater
liumia/iiai (Bombay: Rahnumar Mazdayasnan Sabha, 1956) ad loc.
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sacrifice an animal, or in order to eat meat, one has to kill it. In a
sense, this act imitates the behaviour of the Evil Spirit and is, there-
fore, potentially harmful to the good creation. Much of the priestly
speculations is connected with this theological problem.

'I'here are several aspects that are important here. First of all,
there are priestly, divine and heroic examples of sacrifices offered to
further the cause of good. The renovation of the world, which will
bring about the final defeat of the powers of evil and the cleansing
of creation, will be inaugurated by the performance of several ritu-
als by Ahura Mazda himself, and by the Redeemer (Saosyant) and
his associates; one of these rituals will be the killing of a bull, the
fat of which mixed with White Hom will produce the draught of
immortality for the resurrection of the dead.72 A famous first sacrifice
is also attributed to the first human couple, Masyä and Masyäna,
but this sacrifice was not performed according to any acceptable rule
(it included tossing meat into the fire and into the air) and they were
severely punished for it.73 These examples do show, however, that
the concept of animal sacrifice could be construed in terms of the
emulation of divine or heroic examples, rather than an imitation of
the activities of the Evil Spirit.

At an unknown point in time, but presumably quite early, the tak-
ing of animal life came to be restricted to a sacrificial context. The
only permissible way to kill beneficent animals was to offer them up
in sacrifice. Any other way of killing them was equated with a sin
known as büdyözadïh, "destroying existence/conscience." The basic
idea is that killing the animal in the course of sacrifice releases its
consciousness, soul, or spirit, which can then rise up to be collected
and taken care of by the god "Soul of the Bull" (Geus Urvan, Gos).
Killing it any other way equals destroying the animal, which is a
serious sin.

We have seen above that this rule docs not apply to "evil crea-
tures" (xrqfitra), the killing of which is instantly meritorious, and may
not have applied to wild animals either. For the latter subject, the
evidence is too limited to decide cither way, but it is true to say

" Cheater Bundahun 34.22-23.
(•fid. 14.21 22. This is a very difficult passage. For an interpretation, cf.

A. <lc Jong, "Shadow and Resurrection," Bulletin of the Asia tnstitute, N.S. 9 (1995)
215-224, pp. 216 217 with references.
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that most of the rules given for sacrifice seem to presuppose domes-
ticated animals and, therefore, exclude discussions of exceptional
cases, such as animals caught during the hum.

The interpretation of sacrifice as the legal way to obtain meat
gives the impression of a secondary rationalisation, mainly because
of its absence in the early layers of the tradition. The idea of releas-
ing the animal's soul, however, is known from early texts. In an
Avestan fragment preserved in the late catechetical text PursiMhâ
("Questions") we find the following ritual exclamation: "We send
forth, O beneficent, good-giving bull, thy conscience and soul among
the nearest created lights, the sight of the eyes of men."74

Later texts not only stress the fact that killing animals in sacrifice
saves their souls, but also limits their suffering to the required min-
imum. This, too, is based on earlier ideas, for instance on the pre-
scription that the killing is done quickly.7' The number of animals
killed should be limited as much as possible711 and the stunning of
the animal was considered an act of compassion. Sacrificers, more-
over, should be fully aware of what they were going to do and of
the necessity of killing the animal, both features that are stressed in
the discussion of the clubbing of the animal. A philosophical adap-
tation of these rules is found in Dk. 3.388, where a distinction is
made between "killing without consciousness" (a-bap zadari) and "per-
fect killing" (bowandag zadan). The former amounts to killing at ran-
dom and is found among sinners and demons, whereas in the case
of the latter, the acceptance of the prescriptions of the religion leads
to a way of taking life that does not endanger the soul.77 The neces-
sity of sharing the meat procured from the sacrificial animal is also
evident from a number of texts. The cow, the prototype of the
sacrificial animal, pronounces the following curse in T. 11.1: "May
you be without offspring and accompanied by disgrace, (you) who
do not share me when I am cooked, but you, you fatten me for

74 K.M. JamaspAsa and H, Humbach, Pursimtha, A ^imiiutrim C,atrchi<m (Wiesbaden:
I I .HT . i sMmi t / . , 1971) 52 53; cf. also J. Krllcns, "Die Religion der Aehämeniden,"
Altonenlalwhe Forschungen 10 (1983) 107 123, p. 118.

" Boyce, "Haoma," 69-70, discussing the Avestan word âsu.yasna-, "swiftly
sacrificing."

" PhlRDd. 58.71, discussed by Boyce. "Haoma," 71 72.
7 Translation in P.J. de Menascc, //• trnùième livre du Denkart (Paris: Klincksieck,

1973) ad loc.
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your wife, your son or your own belly."711 The sharing of the meat
was also commented upon by various Greek observers (see above).

Several limitations on sacrifice were also introduced on religious
grounds: on days under the tutelage of Vohu Manah, lord of cat-
tle, no sacrifices could be performed. The best known prescription
in this context is the ban on eating meat during the first three days
after the death of a relative. If this rule was not observed, it was
feared that another member of the family would die soon.7'1 Eating
meat at any rate was an activity fraught with danger and, therefore,
awareness of its consequences was always required. Sad Dar-e Nasr
23, for instance, warns its readers to abstain from sin after the eat-
ing of meat: if one sins after having eaten meat, the sins of the ani-
mal (which are unknown, but can be serious) are added to the stock
of the eater.

Meat is a normal part of the human diet. According to the
Hundahim, mankind originally only took water, then plants, then milk
and then, finally, meat and will give up consuming these in reversed
order at the end of time (GBd. 34.1-2)."" Their final consumption,
however, the draught of immortality, will be made of all these sub-
stances. This perhaps illustrates the ambiguities inherent in the notion
of sacrifice in /oroastrianism: it is, in general, a joyful occasion, tak-
ing place in communal gatherings, accompanied by a shared meal,
but it is at the same time a situation that instills a deep sense of
distress, perhaps even guilt, in the minds of those willing to ponder
its theological resonances.

'" Most recently discussed by J. Joscphson, Die Pahlavi 'translation 'lechniquc as
Illustrated by Him Yost (Studia Iranica Upsalicnsia 2; Uppsala: Uppsala University
Library, 1997) ad loc.

?c' SDJV 78.
" Discussed in De Jong, "Shadow and Resurrection," '2 Hi '218.


