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Representation of the Status of Zoroastrian Mourning Women Based on
the Pahlavi Text of Arda Viraf
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Abstract

The Zoroastrian text written, Arda Viraf, is one of the most important Middle Persian works
of Zoroastrian literature. It appears to date back to the 6th century CE, during the reign of
Khosrow I Anushirvan of the Sassanian Empire (531-579 CE), and was written to regulate
social disorders and religious sins. The text recounts the visionary journey of a high priest
named Viraf, who, in his spiritual ascension, became aware of the conditions of the departed
and witnessed their punishments and rewards. In fact, the contents of the work reflect
the concerns of religious authorities regarding the social and doctrinal problems of the
Sassanian era, and the perceived need to remind society of moral and religious principles.
Building on a descriptive—analytical method and drawing upon existing translations from
Middle Persian Zoroastrian sources, this paper seeks to examine the position of mourning
women based on the Pahlavi text of the Arda Viraf. The present study attempts to unravel the
viewpoint of the Arda Viraf toward mourning women, and examine which factors influence
this perspective. Findings suggest that the Arda Viraf could be considered the most concrete
religious document of Zoroastrianism that regards women as the central agents in the
holding of mourning ceremonies and, through the depiction of severe punishments, issues
warnings concerning this matter.
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Introduction

The cultural and social concepts of societies are formed and perpetuated over time. The
ritual of mourning is one of the significant cultural platforms in human societies, rooted in
social customs and traditions. Archaeological evidence and the content of jurisprudential
and literary texts indicate the variety and diversity of mourning rituals in different societies,
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which have persisted through time and share noteworthy commonalities. In this context,
death, as one of the most important real manifestations of human life, has always been a
particular focus of religious and jurisprudential texts. Accordingly, the mourning ritual, as
a prominent cultural exemplar, has acquired a specific portrayal in religious texts.

The Arda Viraf, also known as the Zoroastrian book of ascension, is among the most
important texts within Zoroastrian religious writings, containing considerable information
on the religious, social, and cultural spheres of the Sasanian era. In essence, the Arda
Viraf is the account of a journey or ascension of a priest named Viraf. Accompanied by
the divine beings Surosh and Azar, he visits heaven and hell and learns of the conditions
of the deceased in the afterlife. The noteworthy point in Viraf’s travelogue is the direct
connection of its contents to the social conditions of the Sasanian period; that is, this text
reflects the problems arising from the heart of Sasanian society. It appears that Viraf, with
full awareness of the social issues and problems of his time and to aid the Zoroastrian faith
and save his co-religionists, undertook this spiritual journey. He recounts his observations
in a cautionary tone as a solution to the social crises of his age.

Mourning involving the presence of women is one of the topics that has been separately
investigated and judged in this text. Therefore, the focus of this research is the representation
of the position of women in mourning rituals based on the text of the Arda Viraf. This
raises the question: What is the perspective of the Arda Viraf regarding mourning women,
and what factors influence it? The proposed hypothesis is that the aforementioned text,
by putting forward a gendered viewpoint, scrutinizes and judges sins and punishments. It
attributes the management and performance of mourning ceremonies for the deceased to
women and issues a warning against it.

Method

This research has been conducted as a case study, utilizing a descriptive-analytical method
to examine the status of mourning women based on the text of the Arda Viraf.

Results and Discussion

Although the culture of mourning is related to cultural components, it is also influenced by
location and geography. This means that each environment, in proportion to its own natural
and cultural characteristics, defined death and conducted mourning rituals accordingly.
Across the Iranian plateau, since ancient times, death and mourning have been accompanied
by specific rituals, and the deceased were supported and escorted by the living with special
ceremonies until they reached their eternal resting place. Various religions, in line with
their teachings which also shared common elements, have prescribed special rituals in the
matter of mourning for their followers and have defined death from their own perspectives.
In the belief of ancient Iranians, death was considered an evil (Ahrimanic) phenomenon,
a bitter and violent necessity. Therefore, confronting death was manifested in the form of
intense grieving and through specific rituals. According to Zoroastrian beliefs, when the
soul departs from the body and death occurs, the physical body is attacked by the evil spirit
(Ahriman).

Based on the text of the Arda Viraf, which details rewards and punishments in the afterlife,
among the sins that incur wrath and punishment is mourning and wailing for the deceased.
In this regard, and during the description of severe punishments for mourners, women are



specifically mentioned. This suggests that women had a deep connection with mourning
ceremonies and were the primary performers of this ritual. What is significant in this
context is that women were the central element of some cultural rituals in Zoroastrian
society. In fact, the Arda Viraf can be considered the most concrete Zoroastrian religious
document that identifies women as the main element in performing mourning ceremonies
and prescribes punishments such as the separation of the head from the body for mourning
women. Therefore, mourning is strongly condemned and forbidden. Another noteworthy
point is that this text definitively links the mourning of the survivors to the fate of the
deceased, considering it a symbol of the deceased’s failure to cross the Chinvat Bridge.
Conclusion

The result of the analysis of the Arda Viraf, as the Zoroastrian book of ascension, regarding
mourning, indicates that lamentation, tearing of clothes, anger in mourning, and self-harm
are among the Ahrimanic (evil) deeds that are condemned and forbidden in this religious
text. According to the Arda Viraf, these acts were mostly performed by Zoroastrian women
during the mourning ceremonies for the deceased. Based on this, it can be inferred that the
arrangement and management of mourning ceremonies in the Sasanian period were the
responsibility of women.

Indeed, the contents of the Arda Viraf Namag concerning death rituals reveal that grief
and wailing for the deceased were practiced with intensity. This is because the text issues
a warning in condemnation of mourning and considers it influential on the fate of the
deceased. In fact, the Arda Viraf is the clearest Zoroastrian document which holds that
women had a pivotal role in establishing and managing mourning ceremonies. However,
it should be noted that this religious text forbids all people, both men and women, from
mourning.
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