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On Spenta Mainyu’s Role in the Zoroastrian Cosmogony

PHILIP G

One of the most spectacular developments in
the ancient history of the Eastern Iranian area
was undoubtedly the transition from a pre-Zoro-
astrian faith to Zoroastrianism. In a series of
earlier articles the present writer has argued
that the Zoroastrian myth of the Cosmogony as
we know it from the Pahlavi books represents a
radical reinterpretation of an older, traditional
myth.! Most of the fundamental elements of
this myth can still be found in the Veda, and
traces of it are preserved in the extant Avesta.
Moreover, the influence of the myth can be de-
tected in Roman Mithraism, a cult which must
have been inspired at least partly by an Iranian
faith, and in the cosmogonies of the Yezidis and
the Ahl-e Haqq. In view of Professor A. D. H.
Bivar’s long interest in these matters, it seems
appropriate to offer him in this Festschrift some
new thoughts on the development of the Zoro-
astrian cosmogony, based on a wider and more
detailed examination of the Avestan evidence.

As is well known, the Zoroastrian myth of the
creation, as set out in the Greater Bundahis$n®
and in the Selections of Zadsparam,? states that,
in the Beginning, Ohrmazd dwelt on high, in
pure light. Ahreman was in the depths, in dark-
ness. Ohrmazd was aware of the antagonism of
Ahreman. To prepare himself for battle, he first
created his Creations in a non-material state, in
which they remained for three thousand years.
At the same time Ahreman created his demonic
creations out of darkness. Ahreman then made
an attack on the creations of Ohrmazd. Eventu-
ally, the two Spirits made a Pact to wage war in
the world for a limited period of time. The three
stages of the ensuing cosmic drama are: 1) Crea-
tion, 2] Mixture, 3) Separation (i.e., of Evil from
Good).
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The three thousand years of the Creation
began when, after making the Pact, Ohrmazd
recited the Ahunawar prayer. This caused Ah-
reman to fall back into the darkness, in a stu-
por which lasted until the end of the stage of
Creation. During that time Ohrmazd fashioned
his creations in material form and celebrated
a “spiritual Yasna” together with the Amesa
Spentas. First he created the Sky (originally held
to be made of stone), and then Water, Earth, a
single Plant or Tree, the Uniquely-created Bull,
and the First Man. In some accounts the seventh
creation, pervading the others, is said to be Fire
(GBd L.a.4; IIL8}; other passages do not mention
fire in this connection (GBd 1.54; I.a.13). During
the period of the Creation, the creations were
motionless and light, with the sun standing still
in the middle of the sky.

At the beginning of the second stage, that of
Mixture, Ahreman made a renewed attack on
the world. He penetrated the Sky, polluted the
Waters, madc a hole in the Earth, caused the
Plant to wither, killed the Bull and the Man, and
tainted Fire with smoke. Initially, it seems, Ah-
reman was victorious: the world was dark (GBd
1V.22; Zadsp 11.11,18f,; IIl.1; Dddestan i Dénig
XXXV1.34).* Then movement entered the world,
the good creations began to fight back, and the
world became as we know it. After three thou-
sand years of Mixture, the Renovation will take
place, i.e., the beginning of the state of Separa-
tion, when the powers of Evil will have been
defeated.

The Pahlavi Books, in other words, state that
the material world was originally created per-
fect, motionless, and light. The second stage of
the history of the universe, brought about by the
incursion of the Evil Spirit and the reaction of
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the creatures of Righteousness to this, consti-
tutes a lapse from this state of perfection, while
the final stage will see its return in an even
more complete manner. A curious feature of the
Bundahi$n myth is that the killing of the Bull
and the pounding of the Plant, depicted as evil
deeds and attributed to Ahreman, seem to mir-
ror the beneficent role of the human priest dur-
ing the Yasna ritual

Some passages of the Avesta, however, show
that at one time a different account of the First
Things existed, in which the second stage of the
creation (i.e., the differentiated dynamic stage in
which we now live), was regarded as the result of
a positive act of deliverance by a divine being.
This has a direct counterpart in the Vedas, where
the second act of creation is usually ascribed to
Indra. A comparison between the Avestan pas-
sages and the Vedic texts allows one to postulate
an older, Indo-Iranian version of the cosmogony
which shows a direct parallelism between the di-
vine act that brought about the second stage of
creation and the Indo-Iranian ritual of the sac-
rifice. It can thus be assumed that, as in several
other cultures, the ritual sacrifice had come to
be understood as a repetition of an act which
brought the world into being.

This original myth probably knew an initial
stage of the Creation in which a dark and narrow
stone sky, containing within itself both sun and
fire—just as flint “contains” the sparks which
light a fire—enclosed the motionless waters, a
small prototypal earth, and the single prototypes
of plants, animals, and men. A primeval sacrifice
then followed. This caused the sun to come up
in a raised sky, giving light and encrgy to the
carth-——which was extended to three times its
original size—and it enabled the waters to flow
and vegetable, animal, and human life to grow
and multiply. '

There are many grounds for the assumption
that the original, Indo-Iranian demiurge was
Mit(h)ra. Mit(h)ra is a priestly god who, in Iran,
has close links with fire and ritual, and whose
great feast, Mehragan, has always been typically
celebrated with animal sacrifice. Many of the
Vedic Indra’s functions appear to have been
borrowed from Mitra, and it secms likely that a
cult of this war-like god cclipsed that of the
more priestly divinities Varuna and Mitra in the
religious life of the proto-Indian tribes at some
stage during the migrations. The fact that Indar
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is known in Zoroastrianism as one of the chief
demons, and that the Vedic Indra shares an im-
portant function with the Zoroastrian Ahreman
(viz., the act of slaying in order to bring about
the second stage of creation), makes it seem pos-
sible that the growing prominence of a cult of
Indra among his own people filled the conserva-
tive priest Zarathustra with horror, and helped
to inspire his concept of the Evil Spirit (Av. anra
mainifu; Phl. Ahreman).

This general hypothesis was formulated partly
on the basis of the evidence of Y2.13. A more de-
tailed scrutiny of that text in conjunction with
other Young Avestan passages, however, allows
one to go further and to suggest that parts of
Yt.13 reflect an intermediary stage in the transi-
tion from the postulated Indo-Iranian myth to
that of the Bundahisn—a stage in which the
current, dynamic condition of the world is still
described as being preferable to the static, mo-
tionless one that preceded it,% and where Spenta
Mainyu, the Bounteous Spirit, plays a creative
role not mentioned in the later accounts. Ap-
parent inconsistencies in this and other texts
suggest, moreover, that in the course of time,
Spenta Mainyu came to be identified almost
completely with Ahura Mazdd’ and lost his
carlier independent functions--a development
which ultimately led to the Zoroastrian Cos-
mogony as described in the Pahlavi Books.

In Yt.13.28, 29 we find:

td mazdd zbaiiat auuanhe aunanheca asné
vididdra apasca zsmasca uruuaraiidsca yat
spantd mainiius viddraiiat asmansm yat dpam
yat zqm yat gam yat uruuargm yat bars0-
ri§uua pufr3 vidaraiiat paiti.verstd apara.ir-
fonto a datdt viddtaot viidhuua urnuat.caiiat
astica gaonaca drapdaca uru0pasca paidiidsca
frauudaxsasca.

viddraiiat spsnto mainiiug yd amauuaintis
tu$nisdado . . .

Mazda called upon them [i.e., the Fravasis] for
help, for the support (?)® of yon heaven and of
the water(s) and of the carth and of the plants
so that Spenta Mainyu might support the
heaven, the water(s), the earth, the animals,
the plants, so that he might maintain the
sons conceived in the mothers (so that) they
not dic; until the appointed time, at birth, he
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puts together the bones and hair and muscles
and intestines and *sinews and *nails.

Spenta Mainyu maintains (the Fravasis) who
are powerful, abide in silence . . .

This passage by itself could be taken to indicate
no more than that Spenta Mainyu looks after
the creations, counteracting the effects of the
activities of his opponent Angra Mainyu. How-
ever, although the combined evidence of the
Old and Young Avesta leaves no doubt that the
primary, fundamental act of Creation was al-
ways attributed solely to Ahura Mazda, several
texts show clearly that both Spirits were at one
time believed to have creative functions:

Yt.15.43: vaiiu$ ba ngma ahmi a§aum zarafus-
tra. auuat vaiiu§ ba ngma ahmi yat uua dgma
vaiiemi yasca dabat spsnté mainiiu$ yasca
dafat anré mainiiug

I am indeed Vayu by name, righteous Zara-
thustra. I am indeed Vayu by name because
I chase both creations, the one which the
Bounteous Spirit (Spenta Mainyu) created and
the one which the Evil Spirit (Angra Mainyu)
created.’

Y.57.17: yo ndit pascaéta husx’afa yat mainiiii
daman daiditom yasca spanté mainiiu§ yasca
anréo

[Sraosa], who has not slept since the two Spir-
its created the creations, the Bounteous Spirit
and the Evil one.

Y.19.9: fra.mé sponiid manivud vauvaca vispam
a¥aoné stim haitimca bauuaintimca busiie-
intimca SiiaoOné.tditiia Siiao0angm anhsus
mazdai.

The more Bounteous of the two Spirits has
evoked (for me) the whole existence of the
righteous, (the one that) exists, {the one that)
comes into existence and {the one that) will
come into existence, through the phrase con-
taining (the word) §iiaofana: Siiaobanam an-
hsus mazdai.'

Although the parallel places cited carlier sug-
gest that the words “the more Bounteous of the
two Spirits” here originally referred to Spenta
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Mainyu, most of Y.19 reflects a stage in the
development of Zoroastrianism where Spenta
Mainyu had to all intents and purposes come to
be identified with Ahura Mazda. In v.1 Ahura
Mazdi is addressed as “Ahura Mazdi, most
Bounteous Spirit” (ahura mazda mainiio sps-
nista), and in v.15 it is implied that Angra
Mainyu was rendered powerless because Ahura
Mazda pronounced the words of the latter part
of Y.45.2, which in the Gathds are said to have
been spoken by Spenta Mainyu (cf. below).

The sequence of events of the “Avestan” stage
of the myth, and its development, can be de-
duced from Yt.13.76-78:

td zi hann yaskarastemd *auuana mazmuua
damgn yd a§aungm VﬂIlVIHS siird spantd fra-
uuaiaiio ya tada arad/ia histanta yat mainiii
daman daiditam yasca spsntd mainiiu§ yasca
anrd

yat titarat anré mainiiu§ dahim a¥ahe
vanhsu$ antara pairi.auuditam vohuca manod
atarsca

td hé tauruuaiiatom tbaésd anrahe mainii-
sus druzzato yat néit apo takais staiiat noéit
uruuard uruOmabiié, hakat sirahe dafuso
x$aiiaté ahurahe mazda fratacin ap6 souuistd
uzuxsiigneca uruuard.

for they [i.e., the Fravagis] are the bravest of
the creation of both Spirits, the good, strong,
incremental Faravasis of the Righteous, who
rose up (to help) then when the two Spirits,
both the Bounteous and the Evil, created their
creations.

When the Evil Spirit stormed the creation of
Good Aza, Vohu Manah'' and Fire rushed in
between.

These two overcame the hostilities of him,
the lying Evil Spirit, so that he could not stay
the waters in (their) courses, nor the plants in
(their) growths; all at once the strongest wa-
ters of the strong, ruling creator Ahura Mazda
flowed forth and the plants grew! forth.'

While the first of these verses (v.76) attributes
creative functions to both Spirits, Spenta Mainyu
no longer seems to play a role in the rest of the
passage, which describes the ensuing battle be-
tween the forces of good and evil." The latter
verses—ijuxtaposed to a passage reflecting an ear-
lier state of affairs, a commonplace occurrence in
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orally transmitted texts—probably represent a
stage in the development of the myth where
Spenta Mainyu was believed to be identical with
Ahura Mazda, so that he could hardly have
played an independent role in the events of the
Creation.

Another passage, Yt.11.14, refers to the
“truces and treaties” between the two Spirits,
and seems to imply that it was not until such a
treaty had been concluded that the Ame3a Spen-
tas could come down to earth or, in other words,
that the present state of the world was reached
when the two Spirits concluded a pact:

y6 axstiSca uruuaitiSca drujé spasiié spanis-
tahe; auudin ama¥a spsnta aoi hapté.kars-
uuairim zgm

[Sraosa), who watches over the truces and
treaties between the Evil One and the most
Bounteous Spirit; the Ame$a Spentas came
down to the earth of seven continents . . .

The passage is of course reminiscent of the
Bundahi$n account of the Treaty between Ohr-
mazd and Ahreman. The latter, however, is said
to have taken place before the first stage of the
material creation began, whereas the reference
to the “earth of seven continents” and the link
with Y.57.17 (cf. above), makes it seem likely
that the “truces and treaties” between the Spir-
its were concluded at the beginning of the state
of Mixture.’> A similar version of the cosmog-
ony may underlie the well-known Gathic pas-
sage Y.45.2:

at frauuax§iia anhsus mainiiii paouruiié
yaiia spaniia @iiti mrauuat ysm anram

Now I shall proclaim the two Spirits
(present)'¢ in the beginning of existence

of whom the more bounteous one spoke
thus to the evil one. . .

It was suggested earlier that Zarathustra’s anger
at the growing prominence of a cult of Indra
helped to inspire his vision of the Evil Spirit;
in the later tradition both Angra Mainyu/Ahre-
man and *Indra/Indar live on as evil beings.
This raises the question whether the concept
of Mithra, the original divine sacrificer who
brought this world into being and is active
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in it,”” may in some way have influenced the
Prophet’s vision and understanding of Spenta
Mainyu.'* It is not intended to suggest that
traces of such a link would indicate that Spenta
Mainyu could be said to be in any sense iden-
tical with Mithra, and even less that, in Zara-
thustra’s view, Ahura Mazdi was above the
opposition between good and evil. It seems pos-
sible, however, that a contemporary rivalry be-
tween the cults of Mithra and Indra may have
helped to inspire the Prophet’s vision of the two
Spirits, and that such mental associations gave
rise to pronouncements found in the Gathas and
elsewhere in the Zoroastrian tradition.

In Yt.10.142, Mithra is said to bring forth the
creations of Spenta Mainyu every morning, sug-
gesting that the renewed visibility of the world
in the morning was likened to the creation of
the variegated world out of a dark and oppressive
state,'® and perhaps hinting at a link between
the creative activities of the two divinities:

y6é paoiri§ vaéidi§ siirom fradditi spsntahe
mainiizu$ daman hudaté mazisté yazatdo

[Mithra), the well-created, very great god who
in the morning brings into evidence the
many shapes, the creatures of the Bounteous
Spirit .. .20

The Old Avestan texts indicate that, like
Mithra,?' Spenta Mainyu has close links with
Fire. In the Gathds this connection is suggested
in Y.47.6:

ta dd spontd mainiii mazda ahurd
adrda vanhau vidditim ranoibiia

Through that Bounteous Spirit, Lord Wisdom,
through Fire, you establish the distribution to
both factions at the good (time).??

The link is stressed more clearly in a passage of
the Yasna Haptanhditi, Y.36.3:

atar§ voi mazdd ahurahiia ahi. mainiiu$ voi
ahiid spsnisto ahi.

You are indeed the fire of Lord Wisdom. You
are indeed his most Bounteous Spirit.
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Y.47.3 implies a close link between Spenta
Mainyu and the Cow, perhaps reminiscent of
Mithra’s links with the (bull] sacrifice and his
standard epithet vouru.gaoiiaoiti-, “of wide
cattle pastures”:

ahiid mainiizu$ tuusm ahi ta spantd
y3 ahmai gam raniio.skaraitim him.tasat

You are the bounteous Father of this Spirit
who fashioned for him the joy-providing
Cow ...

In view of the above, of Mithra’s links with fire,
which is hidden in stone* and of the well-
known theme of Mithra’s birth from a rock
in Mithraic iconography, it seems plausible to
explain the imagery of Y.30.5, where Spenta
Mainyu is described as being “clad in hardest
stone,” as deriving from the links between the
two:

aiid mainiuud varatd ys draguud acista
Varaziio

alam mainiiu$ spani§td ys xraozdistang
asano vaste

Of these two Spirits, the Evil one chooses
the worst things,

the most Bounteous Spirit, clad in hardest
stone, chooses righteousness.

Given that the sky was held to be made of
stone,? similar imagery is used of Ahura Mazda,
directly connected with Mithra, Rasnu and
Armaiti, in Yt.13.2, 3:

dnhgm raiia x"arsnanhaca viddraém zarafus-
tra aom asmansm yé usca raox$né fradsrasro
y0 im@m zgm daca pairica buuauua mgnaiian
ahe yafa vi§ aém yo histaite maniio.stat6é han-
draxt6 diiraékarané aiianhé kahrpa x’aénahe
raocahiné aoi Orisuua.

yim mazda vaste vanhanom stahrpaésanhom
mainiju.ta§tom hacimndé *mifrd.ra§nuca dr-
maitica spantaiia

Through their insight and glory I support, oh
Zarathushtra, yonder heaven, above, shining
and clear, which is all round this earth, as it
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were like a bird (all around) an egg, which
abides, spiritually established, firmly fixed,
with distant limits, with the appearance of a
bright *crystal glimmering over the thirds,

which Mazda wears as a mantle decorated
with stars, spiritually fashioned, in company
with Mithra and Ra$nu and Bounteous
Armaiti . . .

It seems likely then that some links between the
original concept of Spenta Mainyu and that of
Mithra did indeed exist. The main structural
difference between the Indo-Iranian and the early
Zoroastrian cosmogony appears to have been
that in the latter, when the world passed from
the embryonic to the developed stage, it was no
longer a primeval sacrifice alone that set things
going, but the dynamism deriving from the
opposition between the Spirits of good and evil.
Combining the data discussed above we can
see the development of the myth in fig. 1,
below.? It seems clear that, as Spenta Mainyu
lost his individuality and came to be identified
with Ahura Mazda, he also disappeared as an
active agent from accounts of the cosmogony.
Iranians brought up in the ancient tradition
would have been familiar with the notions of a
Primeval Creator, and of a Demiurge closely
linked with him, who caused the world to ex-
pand to its full potential. The identification of
Spenta Mainyu with Ahura Mazda, however, im-
plied that the latter created the world twice,
which presumably needed to be explained. More-
over, at some stage the question must have
arisen as to who was responsible for the exis-
tence of the Evil Spirit. Probably as a result of
such perplexities, a version of the Cosmogony
eventually emerged where Angra Mainyu was
declared to have been coexistent with Ahura
Mazda from the beginning, and where Ahura
Mazda was indeed held to be the auctor of two
creations, a non-material and a material one.
This was achieved by projecting the creative ac-
tivities, clash and pact of the two Spirits—which
in an earlier version ushered in the second stage
of creation—back into a remote past and associ-
ating these with the non-material world, while
the material world is most often represented as
being originally good, reflecting Ahura Mazda’s
supreme creative powers, although polluted by
the activities of the Evil Spirit at a later stage.
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Indo-Iranian Veda Avesta, early Avesta, later | Pahlavi Books
Before ? ? Ohr. & Ahr.:
material non-material
creation creation,
clash Pact
Material embryonic fundamental fundamental fundamental material
creation world, components creation by creation by creation by
1st stage confined, of the world Ahura Mazda | Ahura Mazda | Ohrmazd,
dark, static hidden, ideal, light,
confined, static
dark, static
transition Mit(h)ra Indra kills Spenta M. & Angra M. Ahr. comes
comes into Ahi, finds Angra M. seeks to into world
world, Cows, waters, | bring forth harm good kills bull,
primeval lights creations, creations, etc., briefly
sacrifice clash, Pact stopped by victorious
Yazatas
2d stage dynamic, dynamic, dynamic, dynamic, dynamic,
light, better light, better better than better than worse than
than first than first dominion of dominion of first stage
Angra M. Angra M.
3d stage ? ? Angra M. Angra M. Ahr. defeated
defeated defeated
Fig. 1.
Notes 6. Cf. Yt.13.57: “who...showed the path to the
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stars, the moon and Infinite Lights which previously
stood still long, in the same place without moving
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paré thaésanhat, doéuuangm paré draomohu).
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H. Lommel, Die Religion Zarathustras (Hildesheim,
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8. Unless otherwise stated, translations of passages
of Yt.13 are taken from W. W. Malandra, “The Fravasi
Yast: Introduction, Text, Translation and Commen-
tary,” Ph.D. diss., Pennsylvania, 1971. Instead of Ma-
landra’s “Incremental Spirit” for spanta mainiiu, the
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as "Bounteous Spirit.”

9. The reference to the creative functions of both
Spirits is repeated in this verse and again in the next
(v.44), which also mentions the Creator Ahura
Mazda.
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10. Le., part of the Ahunawar prayer.

11. Malandra, “The Fravasi Yast”: “Good Truth,
Good Mind.”

12. Ibid., “grow.”

13. Note that in Yt.10.61 Mithra is referred to as
the divinity “thanks to whom the water (= rain) falls,
thanks to whom the plants grow,” see . Gershevitch,
The Avestan Hymn to Mithra (Cambridge, 1967),
p. 103.

14. For this cf. also the Gathic passage Y.45.1.d:
“the one of evil doctrine shall not destroy existence
for a second time” (noit daibitim dus.sasti§ ahim
moargsiiat), which implies that the present state of the
world is due in part to the activities of the forces of
evil in the {remote) past.

15. Such ambiguities show, incidentally, how easy
the transition must have been to the final version of
the myth, which postulates a time before that of the
material Creation.

16. So H. Humbach, The Gathas of Zarathushtra
and the Other Old Avestan Texts (Heidelberg, 1991),
vol. 1, p. 164.

17. See, e.g., Yt.10.54, where Mithra is described as
the guardian and overseer of all creations, and his epi-
thet darjhupaiti- “lord of countries,” Yt.10.99.

18. Cf. Lommel (Die Religion Zarathustras): “In
den Gathas is der Kluge Geist teilweise die Kraft,
durch die der Weise Herr titig ist, teilweise aber is die
Wirksamkeit des Geistes eine selbstindige, dann aber
im Grunde dieselbe wie die von Gott selbst.” It would
hardly be fanciful to suggest that such ideas may have
come naturally to a priest brought up in a tradition in
which the names of the creative divinities Mitra and
Varuna could be invoked as a dvandva, and who may
have been trained to regard Mithra as the divinity
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who brought this world into being and was particu-
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19. Such ideas may of course have played a role in
the development of the original, Indo-Iranian myth.

20. Translation Gershevitch, Avestan Hymn to
Mithra, p. 145; Gershevitch translates “incremental”
where the present version has “bounteous.”

21. See latterly M. Boyce, “On Mithra, Lord of
Fire,” Actlr 4 (Tehran, 1975), pp 70-76.

22. Cf. the last line of Y.43.12, on which see
G. Kreyenbroek, Srao$a in the Zoroastrian Tradition
(Leiden, 1985}, pp. 19-22.

23. So Humbach, Gathds, vol. 1, p. 174; for the
sake of consistency, “bounteous” is used here for Av.
spanta- instead of Humbach's “prosperous,” and
“you” instead of “thou.”

24. In the Veda, Indra is said to have produced fire
from stones during the second act of creation, cf.
Rigveda 2.12.3: “Who having slain the serpent re-
leased the seven streams, who drove out the cows by
the unclosing of the vala (i.e., the primordial rock-
cave), who between two stones has produced fire, vic-
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25. On the links between the sky, stone, crystal
and metal, see H. W. Bailey, Zoroastrian Problems in
the Ninth-Century Books (Oxford, 1943, repr. 1971),
pp. 120ff.; M. Boyce, A History of Zoroastrianism,
vol. 1 (Leiden, 1975), pp. 132-33.
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28. For a discussion of the Vedic evidence, see my
“Mithra and Ahreman in Iranian Cosmogonies.”



