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Language, Writing, and Tradition in Iran* 

David A. Utz 
University of Pennsylvania 

In discussing language, writing, and tradition in Iran, we must begin with some 

clarification. What we want to examine is the crystallization and development of a 

particular method and pattern of scribal practice, and its implications and 

consequences for the historical development and legacy of a particular cultural 

tradition. For this purpose we need to consider a particular geographical area, Iran, 

which for our purposes includes not only the modem Islamic Republic of Iran, but also 
Afghanistan, Armenia, and much of Central Asia. Furthermore, we are particularly 

concemed with a specific span of time, from the early Achaemenian period in the 

latter half of the 6th century B.C.E. until the progressive advent of Islam in these 

regions during the 7th- 10th centuries C.E. Throughout this period, the paramount 

characteristic of language and writing was that they were separate and distinct: 

language was not writing and writing was not language. 
The semi-independent development of writing became a powerful historical 

factor influencing tradition in this region. Moreover, orthographic systems and 

methods tend to define, at least for modem scholarship, distinctions between so-called 

Old, Middle, and New Iranian languages. Examples of Old Iranian languages are Old 

Persian and Avestan.1 Examples of Middle Iranian languages are Middle Persian, 

Parthian, Sogdian, Khwarezmian, Khotanese, and Bactrian.2 Examples of New 

Iranian languages are Persian (including Farsi, Dari, and Tajiki), Pashtu, Baluchi, so- 

called "Kurdish" (in its disparate manifestations), as well as more obscure languages 

such as Ossetic, Yaghnobi, and the various Pamir languages.3 For our present 

purposes, we will be primarily concerned with Middle Iranian languages. Language, 

itself, did not become an historical force of consequence until the 20th century, due 

primarily to the introduction of 19th century European ideas about language and 
ethnicity and their exploitation for purely utilitarian political purposes by 20th century 

governments in this entire region. 

To better understand the highly idiosyncratic development of writing in Iran in 
this crucial period, it may be helpful to see it in the larger context of one of the major 
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operative factors in the formation of Iranian culture and tradition: the process of 

incessant dialectic and synthesis of the indigenous heritage of the Iranians, especially 

their distinctive religious and ethical ideology, and the accumulated traditions and 

methods of the Ancient Near East, especially the urban and mercantile society of 

Syria and Mesopotamia. Furthermore, it might be most effective to illustrate this 

process with a specific non-linguistic, non-scribal example: two specific major 

concepts within the Iranian view of history as presented in the Siihniima of Abu'l- 

Qasim Firdausi.4 Although this work, which contains the history of the Iranians from 

creation until the Arab conquest, was completed only in the very early 1 lth century, 

the historical ideas and information it embodies originate from late Sasanian times 

(i.e., at the end of the particular span of time we want to consider) and from Sasanian 

historiographical works such as the Karnamak i A r t d E r  i Papakiin and the famous 

XYatiii-niimk, translated into Arabic by Ibnu'l-Muqaffa' in the 8th century and used 

extensively by Islamic historiographers such as at-Tabari.5 It should be pointed out in 

passing that, even if these concepts originate in the late Sasanian environment and in 

some sense reflect the self-image of that time and place, it is puzzling that some of 

them, such as Cosmic King~hip,~ exemplified in the Siihniima especially by the four 

kings of the PiSdiidiya dynasty [Kayiimars, HiiSang, Tahmiira~, and JamSid], do not at 

all reflect the reality of that environment. 

The first of these two specific concepts we want to consider is called variously 

Earx-i buland, "the high wheel," Zarx-i kabiid, "the blue wheel," Earx-i garhn ,  "the 

turning wheel," Earx-i napaydar, "the not-constant wheel," Earx-i pir, "the wheel of 

the old man," Earx-i falak, "the wheel of the sky," or, more often than not, simply 

Earx, "the wheel."7 This concept has a special prominence in the sections which deal 

with Kay Kavus and Kay X ~ s r a u . ~  (5arx is what ultimately determines the course of 

events. The concept had its origins in the cyclical time speculation of the Babylonians 

concerning the twelve divisions of the Zodiac which culminated in the late ancient 

Near East in the concepts surrounding the figure of Xronos-Zurvan, hence Zan-i pir, 

"the wheel of the old man." It is also related in its origins to the Babylonian genre of 

Astronomical Diaries, in which an effort is made to document the harmonic 
correlation between astronomical and human or historical events? The systematic 

study of this correlation became the all-important profession of astrologers. Of related 

importance are dreams and their professional interpretation, as is clear from the 

ubiquitous artarmiiran and Pamnviciiriin of the Middle Persian Kiirnamk i A r t d E r  i 

Piipakiin,l* one of the two previously mentioned Sasanian prose precursors of the sort 
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of historiography of which the Sahnarna is representative. Another related motif 

peculiar to the Sahnam and later Iranian tradition, especially poets like HSi , l l  is the 

jihl-i gaiti-numa(y) or world-revealing cup through which it is possible to know what 
is otherwise unknowable by normal human capability. For instance, Kay Xusrau is 

able to use it to locate the whereabouts of Biian, whom Afr~siyab has imprisoned in 

Tiiran. l2 

The other concept is farr, "splendor" or "legitimacy," an old concept indigenous 

to the m a n s  themselves and occurring already as xvaranah- in the Avesta,l3 one of 

the oldest extant textual witnesses to autochthonous Iranian beliefs and practices. 

Farr is the special attribute of those who are the legitimate leaders of human society, 
for instance kings. It is not inherent to a person, nor can one go out and acquire it. 

But rather it must a c m e  to one, who may lose it. Like Earx, farr is also a determinant 

of the course of events, especially the personal fortunes of different individuals. In the 

Siihniima JamSid lost it through his pride and egotism,14 Faridiin possessed it and was 

able thereby to overcome the illegitimate tyrant Mhi%,l5 and Kay Xusrau preserved 

it for the K a y ~ y m s  by abdicating in favor of Luhr&sp.16 In the Avesta, the xvaranah- 

is one of the yazatas. It. is praised in the so-called Zamyad YaSt,17 which 

memorializes those who had it, and their various capabilities and accomplishments. It 

also describes how, when Yima XSaCta ceased adhering to aia, "truth," and followed 

the Lie, drug-, the xvaranah- abandoned him three times,18 and how M i  Dah&a and 

the T i i r ~ a n  Frqrasyan tried unsuccessfully to seize the xvaranah- by force.19 

Throughout the Shhnhma, Earx and farr operate simultaneously and 

independently to determine the course of events. As such they exemplify the 
composite of .both Iranian and Ancient Near Eastern concepts which constitutes the 

late Sasanian view of history embodied in the hhnarna, and, by extension, the all- 

pervasive dual heritage which became, over time, one of the pre-eminent formative 

factors in Iranian tradition. The motif of the jiim-i gaiti-num-(y) or world-revealing 

cup is, in a sense, an example of a synthetic expression of this dual heritage. In the 

passage of the S i i h ~ m a  referred to above,zO Kay Xusrau has resolved to locate Biian 

with the aid of the cup. After seeking divine assistance, 

He came strutting to (his) throne. He put on his head that auspicious hat. 

(He had) a cup in his palm (in which he had) put wine. The seven 
climes were visible in it. Time and the sign of the high sphere, he 
discovered it all: what and how and how many. The whole picture £rom 
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the Fish to the Ram was drawn all at once in the cup: not only Saturn 

and Mars and Venus and the Lion, but also the Sun and Mercury above 

and the Moon below.21 The magician-king saw in it all things in the 

future. He gazed and then he put the cup in front (of him). He saw in it 

(even) more future things. He was looking in each of the seven climes. 

He didn't see a sign of BZan anywhere. 

On the one hand, the references in this passage to the planets, the signs of the 

Zodiac, and, especially, to zamiin, "time," and to the sipihr-i buland, "the high 

sphere," should make the cup-motif s connections with the concept of Earx adequately 

clear. On the other hand, when Kay Xusrau begins by putting on his head the xujasta 

kukrh or "auspicious hat" of the Kayaniyiins, this is because the physical cup and the 

esoteric knowledge necessary to use it are the special possession of individuals such as 

Kay Xusrau who are possessed of the farr. 

The craft of writing among Iranian peoples and in the Iranian cultural area is one 

of the features of the modem landscape which is a legacy of the infrastructure of 

Achaemenian administration." Under the Achaemenians, beginning in the latter part 

of the 6th century B.C.E., Aramaic became the official language for chancellery 

purposes and the sine qua non for any effective control of such a vast and diverse 

geographical area. Already during previous centuries the Aramaeans, through their 

extensive and expanding mercantile activities, had made Aramaic the linguu franca of 

the Near East.23 Under the Assyrians its official status as the basis of written 

communication set a precedent for future multi-national bureaucracies in this 

region? In its capacity of official Achaemenian usage, as well as its continued 

importance for mercantile activities and other private communication, the specific 

knowledge of the writing of Aramaic spread throughout the eastern Achaemenian 

domains where writing was heretofore unknown, even into western Central Asia 

[Sogdiana and Chorasmia] and the extreme northwestern part of India? As a result of 

this, Achaemenian chancellery Aramaic became for many centuries the basis of the 
craft of writing in Iran, definitively influencing how it developed: not alphabetic or 

remotely "scientific," but as the secret craft of a special and powerful guild. Scribes 

were called *dipibara-, Middle Persian dibir, a word based ultimately on Sumerian 

DUB, Akkadian fuppu, "writing (tablet)," probably through the intermediary of older 

Elamite tuppi, later tippi, "inscription. "26 Their training was received at a 
*dipibarastiina-, Middle Persian d ib i r i~ t i in .~~  In the beginning of the 'Achaemenian 
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period, Aramaic would have been practiced by foreign scribes already familiar with it. 

However, eventually Iranians must have also learned the special craft of 

scribesmanship. Because Aramaic continued as the language of written 

communication, the populations of the variou's Iranian satrapies maintained their own 

languages (e.g., Parthian, Sogdian, and Khwarezmian) instead of adopting Persian, the 

native language of the Achaemenians. 

The Achaemenians had also become familiar with the cuneiform writing system 

through its use for Akkadian during the neo-Babylonian period, as well as through 

Elamite. The former was an ideographic system where a picture of a Sumerian word 

might be used to write an Akkadiaq word, but it would presumably be read out in 

Akkadian, not Sumerian.28 This may have formed a sort of legacy for the Iranians that 

influenced the peculiar system which later developed for writing Middle Iranian 

languages in the former Achaemenian domains. A special fonn of cuneiform script 

was devised for writing down the Old Persian text of royal inscriptions.29 This 

syllabary proves that the Achaemenians understood the principle of semi-alphabetic 

writing, but chose not to pursue it. Further underlying this situation was the 

indigenous hostility of the Iranians to writing because it was foreign. The Avesta 

continued in oral transmission throughout the Achaemenian period. Although the 

Iranians adopted the alien art of writing for practical purposes, the priests, especially, 

rejected it as unfit and unsuitable for adequately recording the sacred words. 

With the collapse of Achaemenian administration in the wake of Alexander of 

Macedon, the Hellenistic Seleucids introduced the use of Greek, which exposed the 

Iranians to the advantages of the Greek alphabet for the representation of languages.30 

In spite of this, the Iranians maintained the use of Aramaic for private purposes, 

because of its traditional position as the normative method of written communication. 

Furthermore, in those regions in which the Seleucids were unable to exert any 

effective control, such as Persis, the local Frataraka princes maintained Aramaic as the 

official basis of written comrn~n ica t ion ,~~  as had been the case under the 

Achaemenians. This official and unofficial maintenance of Aramaic in the various 

regions where Seleucid administration was unable to introduce its own bureaucratic 

apparatus led' to the development of various regional forms of the Aramaic script 
which, in turn, led directly to the various Middle Iranian orthographic systems. 

During the earlier Parthian period, during which the Arsacids functioned as the 

successors of the Seleucids on the Iranian Plateau, this state of affairs continued. 
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Finally, towards the end of the second century B.C.E. and continuing throughout 

the 1st century B.C.E., there occurred the gradual abandonment of Aramaic as the 

common language of written communication in favor of the local Middle Iranian 

languages in the local developments of the Aramaic script. The beginnings of this 

development can be seen most clearly on the Nisa ostraca mostly from the earlier half 

of the 1st century B.C.E.32 In these documents, the use of some scattered Parthian 

words as well as grammatical and syntactical irregularities in the use of Aramaic, such 

as the generalized use of t+e masculine demonstrative adjective ZNH irrespective of 

gender [e.g., B - W T '  ZNH],33 show that the Aramaic words were no longer 

pronounced or thought of as such, but rather they served as fixed or frozen shapes to 

convey Iranian words. The words which ultimately survived as ideograms were the 

ones most commonly used in letters, or official or business documents, and in the 

grammatical forms which were of most common occurrence: e.g., 'BY, "my father," 

and BRH, "his son," became generalized for "father" and "son."34 Verbal ideograms 

were often the forms for the imperative singular or third person plural imperfect, e.g., 
YKTYBWN, "to write."35 To this was added the system of affixing a phonetic 

compliment to distinguish Iranian grammatical categories. The coins of the Frataraka 

princes of Persis Erom around the end of the 2nd century B.C.E. also illustrate this 

system,36 as well as coins of Sogdian princes in Transoxiana3' and the so-called "Old 

Khwarezmian" documents discovered by Soviet scholars in the delta of the Amti 

Dary8.38 By the first century C.E., the Avramiin parchment legal document from 

Kurdistan, which was written with ideograms in the Parthian language and Parthian 

~ c r i p t , ~ g  shows that this process had advanced to the point where the regional 

differences in script, language, and even ideogram usage made what was written in the 

various regions no longer mutually intelligible. By the beginning of the Sasanian 

period in the earlier half of the 3rd century C.E., this process was complete, and 

elaborate, mutually-unintelligible, standardized systems had evolved for writing all of 

the major Middle Iranian languages in all of the former Achaemenian domains, except 

B a ~ t r i a . ~ ~  This state of affairs continued for centuries until, finally, during the 9th and 

10th centuries, all these systems were abandoned, even by the Zoroastrian 
community$1 in favor of the Arabic script. 

In the meantime, the overall indigenous Iranian suspicion of and reticence about 

the foreign craft of writing continued, especially among the leadership of the 

Zoroastrian community, but also among the courtiers and landed gentry, as well. The 

Middle Persian A y y a ~ k a r  i Zarzrarz has preserved the tradition of the gDsan and the 
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oral poetry which was the staple literary genre of these groups.42 Because of the 

importance of the exact pronunciation of the sacred words, the Zoroastrian clergy 

maintained the Avesta exclusively in oral transmission throughout much of the 

Sasanian period. However, they did utilize this method of writing for the Zand, the 

Middle Persian translation of the Avesta, with its commentary and glosses.43 Finally, 

in the latter part of the 5th century or early 6th century C.E., the Avestan alphabet was 

devised, perhaps in response to the recent invention of the Armenian alphabet by 

MaSt'oc' and his circle,44 but certainly due in part to the influence which Christians 

and especially Manichaeans in Iran must have had upon the growing importance of 

books for the Zoroastrian community. The Avestan alphabet derived from the so- . 

called "Pahlavi" script, the highly evolved Sasanian cursive script for writing Middle 

Persian.45 Through the elaboration of a number of signs, enough discrete characters 

were created to produce a truly alphabetic writing system capable of adequately 

rendering the sacred sounds exactly and without ambiguity. Now that this possibility 

existed, the Avesta was canonized in a written form in the 6th century C.E. 

Nevertheless, this existence of the written Sasanian Avesta in 21 N a ~ k s ~ ~  did not alter 

the importance and preeminence of the oral tradition. 

The Aramaic system of writing is an alphabetic and semi-cursive one originally 

devised for writing the Northwest Semitic language of the Aramaeans, the native 

inhabitants of city-states in Syria in  the early 1st millenium B.C.E.47 It utilized 22 

consonantal signs; it did not denote vowels. As we have seen, in Iranian lands the 

abgad gradually evolved distinct, highly-cursive regional forms for the writing of the 

various Middle Iranian languages in ideographic format. The apogee of this 

development was the late Sasanian book script, commonly called "Book PahlaviYu4* 

which was especially used by the Zoroastrian clergy and the Sasanian bureaucracy. 

Not only had the script become highly cursive, but the problem of legibility was 

further compounded by the confounding of various letters [Figure 11. Additional 
problems were created by the abundant usage of Semitic ideograms, often in 

conjunction with Iranian phonetic compliments, historical spellings, pseudo-historical 

spellings, and arbitrary non-alphabetic short-hand forms [Figure 21. All of these 
characteris tics are paralleled in the development of the Aramaic script in Central Asia 
for writing Sogdian, although not to such an extensive degree.@ 

In areas of Iranian settlement and culture which were either beyond the bounds 

of Achaemenian Iran, e.g., the Tarim Basin, or mountainous backwaters where 

Achaemenian administration was weak or effectively nonexistent, e.g., eastern 
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Afghanistan, the craft of writing came later under different circumstances: Greek for 

Bactrian and Brahmi for Khotanese and Tumshuq Saka. The latter was an indirect 

legacy of the Kushans and their cultural influence in eastern Central Asia, in so far as 

they introduced Indian scribal practice as the accepted norm in this region.50 The 

Brahmi script was one based on consonantal signs and universal vowel markers. The 

use of the Greek alphabet as a basis for the Bactrian script is a legacy of Seleucid and 

Greco-Bactrian administration in this region. The Bactrian method of using the Greek 

script shows some parallels with the idiosyncratic developments of the Aramaic script 

in Iranian usage discussed above. In the cursive Bactrian script, as in the so-called 
"Hephthalite Fragments" of the German Turfan Collection, a, 6, and o all became 

very hard to distinguish fiom each other.s1 Even in the block-letter style, although A, 

A, and 0 were distinguished, 0 could be read either vocalicly as /o/ or consonantally 

as /v/. This can be seen, for instance, in the Bactrian orthography for the important 

eastern Iranian deity Siva-VeS: OHPO [ O E S O ] , ~ ~  which should be read NeSol. 
In thinking about the introduction of writing into the Iranian cultural area, how it 

developed, and what was its relation to the various indigenous Iranian languages, it 

may be helpful to bear in mind the major formative factor in the Iranian tradition 

which we discussed previously in conjunction with the Iranian view of history in 

Firdausi's Siihniima, i.e., the concurrent dual heritage of the methods and traditions of 

the urban centers of the Ancient Near East, and the indigenous cultural attitudes of the 

Iranians. On the one hand, writing in Iran was not just a scheme for the representation 

of human speech using graphic signs, but rather a complete ready-made system of 

written language, which was taken over from the Ancient Near East as a composite 

whole, together with the complex of social institutions surrounding the dibir or 

"scribe," a member of a powerful and secret guild dedicated pre-eminently to self- 

preservation. On the other hand, the custodians of the indigenous heritage, especially 

those of the Iranian religious traditions, viewed this foreign craft with suspicion and 

relied on oral transmission in preference to its use. Out of this developed a strange 

hybrid method of written communication which eventually both literate groups in 

society, scribes and priests, came to use in common. Finally, it may be mentioned in 

passing that the use of Arabic in Islamic Iran in some ways mirrors this same historical 

pattern and ambivalent attitude.53 
References to writing in  the Avestan and Persian literature preserved by the 

Zoroastrians are rare and confined to the periphery. However, two particular passages 

illustrate further what the position of writing was within Iranian tradition by late 
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Sasanian times. The first of these comes from the Middle Persian text Husrav i 

Kaviitan u Rgtak, or "Khusrau, the Son of Kavad, and the Page."54 Although it has 

been preserved through the agency of Zoroastrian tradition, it is a very secular text. In 

it a rgdag [rgtak], an adolescent boy, presents himself to the '~reat  King in the hope of 

employment in his service. He begins with a brief resumt in which we learn: 

At the proper time I was sent to school Fahangistiin), and I was 

unrelenting [hard pressed] in my studying. Like a hgrbad - [hzrpat] I 

memorized the YaSt, the HaOxt, the Bagw, and the Videvdat, and I 

have heard the Zand passage by passage. My scribesmanship (dipirgh) 

is such that, on account of it, I am a good writer (xiip' nipgk) and a swift 
writer (ray nipEk), with keen understanding, successful, skillful, (and) 

lear11ed.5~ 

The text continues with a sort of job interview on subjects important for court life, 

such as the best food, musicians, wine, flowers, women, and riding-beasts, and 

concludes with the subsequent career of the rgdag in royal service. The second 

passage is from the post-Sasanian Sad Dar Nagr, or "Prose of a Hundred Topics:"S6 

The ninety-eighth topic is this that those of the Good Religion 

must learn the Avestan script in the presence of h~rbads and teachers, so 

that a mistake will not occur in reading the NiyayiS and YaSt Moreover, 

it is proper for h ~ r b a d s  and teachers to teach the Avestan script to all 

those of the Good Religion. And if a hgrbad should prove deficient in 

teaching them, for him it would be a grave sin. For Omazd, the 

increaser of Good, said to ZartuSt: Every hzrbad and teacher who makes 

a mistake in teaching Avestan to those of the Good Religion, him I will 

make as far from Heaven as is the breadth of the Earth. 

The ninety-ninth topic is this that mobads, dartfirs, rads, and 

hgrbads should not teach Pahlavi to everyone. For ZartuSt asked 
h a d :  For whom is learning Pahlavi proper? h a z d ,  the increaser 

of Good, answered: Everyone who is of your lineage; a mobad, a dastiir, 

and a h ~ r b a d  who is intelligent. It is not proper for anyone else except 

whom I have mentioned. If he should teach others, for him it would be a 
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grave sin. Even if he would have done many meritorious things, the end 

for him will be in Hell. 

From these two passages we learn about thefrahangistan where youth were sent 

to memorize the Avesta and hear the Zand or commentary upon it, and about dibirih 

[dipirt'h], scribesmanship, by which one could become a good and swift writer, xiip 
nipzk u ray  n i p ~ k .  More importantly, however, from this first passage we learn by 

implication that dibirih was a specialized and arcane skill outside the mainstream of 

society's principal concerns, for this short passage occupies only a small incidental 

mention in a discussion concerned with more important educational qualifications for 

the secular court life. In the second passage, we learn that, within the religious 

hierarchy, writing had a dual character: on the one hand, it was a crucial method for 

insuring the accuracy of recitation of the sacred words, on the other hand, it was a 

secret craft which should not be taught to everyone. 

The most important consequence of all this was that writing, not only because of 

the time-consuming difficulty of learning a complex heterographic system, but also 

because of the social implications and consequences of dibirih, "scribesmanship," 

itself, became a powerful historical factor, directly influencing elite culture and the 

dynamics of tradition in Iran. These factors could only have contributed formidably to 

the acute insularity of the Zoroastrian clergy and intellectuals during the Sasanian 

period, effectively isolating them from all but the most cursory access to and 

familiarity with the major ideas and intellectual currents of Late Antiquity. Moreover, 

the evident isolation of other highly literate communities within the realm of the Great 

King (Mec T ' o g ~ w o r n ) , ~ ~  such as the Syrians and Armenians, from the written 

literature of the Zoroastrian community comes as still less of a surprise. In Central 

Asia the Achaemenian legacy of the Aramaeo-Sogdian writing system had much the 

same apparent effect, especially on the Buddhist Sogdian community, as I have tried 

to show e l~ewhere?~ effectively creating a boundary between the Buddhist Sogdians 

and Indian Buddhism. 

The case of the Armenians is especially striking because of their long-standing 
special position in Iran, and the historical connections of the Armenian royal and other 

noble families with the Arsacid family and other mecameck ' n  of Parthian Iran.59 

Because Armenia remained during the earlier Sasanian period a final bastion of the 

Arsacids in Iran and of the Christianized heritage of Parthian Iran$* the Armenians 

had good reason to merit special attention from Sasanian officials and cIerics$l and to 
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be wellconnected to Zoroastrian families elsewhere in Iran. Nevertheless, it is clear 
from the books of 5th century Annenian writers such as Eznik62 and that 

Armenian intellectuals, although they had ready access to the Court and to Sasanian 

officials, did not have ready access to Zoroastrian Middle Persian texts. In fact, in the 

case of the Christian hereseologist Eznik, it is clear that he relied for his account of 

the Parsic' kri?Jn, or "religion of the Persians," not on Middle Persian sources, but on a 

lost Syriac source, which would seem to have also been used in the 8th century by 

Theodore bar Koni in his Book of Scholia.64 There is also some evidence that Eznik 
may have made use of the lost work of Theodore of Mopsuestia, He$ f i s  Ev Hepd61 
~ C Z ~ L I C ~ S ,  known from a brief summary in P h o t i u ~ . ~ ~  That the principal source 

material for Eznik was, however, in Syriac and not Middle Persian or Parthian is clear 

from orthographic details such as the spelling of the name of Zurv%n's pernicious twin 

son, Arhmn,66 which is closer to the unvowelled Syriac spelling 'hrmn67 than to either 

Zoroastrian Middle Persian 'hlymn or Manichaean Middle Persian and Parthian 

' hrmyn. Although the genetive-dative form ~ r h r n e n i ~ ~  might appear to have more in 

common with the Middle Iranian forms, within the overall context of Classical 

Armenian nominal inflection,@ the irregular declension of this foreign proper noun, as 

it is attested in the text of Eznik, shows that the root stem must have been Arhmn, not 

Arhmen. We can only conclude that the failure of Armenian writers to consult Middle 

Persian sources was due, in part, to the inaccessibility of this material due to its 

peculiar written form as well as the secretive attitudes of its custodians. Finally, and 

in conclusion, it cannot be emphasized too strongly that all this has very serious 

implications for the study of the socalled "Iranian influence" upon the history of other 

religious traditions.70 
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* This paper began as a presentation to the Oriental Studies Department Seminar, 

University of Pennsylvania, January 26, 1988. Its revision for publication benefited 

considerably from a one-year tenure (1990-91) as a Research Fellow of the 

International Institute for Buddhist Studies, Tokyo, Japan. 
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1974). 

The best comprehensive survey of Middle Iranian languages and text material is 

to be found in the various relevant essays in Schmitt, op. cit., and in Handbuch der 
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seriia, 21 (Moscow: Izdatel' stvo 'Nauka', 1960-7 1). 
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0 

4 = [ S ] or [ g', gh, d9, y9, yh, etc. ] 

= [ _ h  ] or [mn, mr, mw, etc. ] 

Figure 1 
Diagram of the late Sasanian book script, illustrating 

(I) the basic character set and (XI) those characters which were ambiguous and 
could be read in more than one way. 



Sino-Platonic Papers, 24 (August, 199 1) 

[ g's lglhl ] c *gas 

\ a [ plhw' ifarrod ] < *frar~ 

[ gyw'k /gy~g/ ] (no etymological labial) 

\ ) [ 5tr' kahrl ] (no etymological dental stop) 

\ \ \ W , I ['BYDWNtnf lkardani ] (short-hand bgth) 

\ W \ ['BYDWN-x, ] (x, = short-hand compliment) 

6 \ 1 ['BYDWN-x, ] (x, = short-hand compliment) 

Figure 2 
Diagram illustrating (I) Semitic ideograms (upper case), used in conjunction with 

Iranian phonetic compliments, @I) historical spellings, (III) pseudo-historical 
spellings, and (W) arbitrary non-alp habetic short-hand forms. 
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