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REFERENCES TO THE TERM Yašt AND OTHER MAZDEAN 
ELEMENTS IN THE SYRIAC AND GREEK Martyrologia 

wITH A SHORT EXCURSUS ON THE SEMANTIC VALUE 
OF THE GREEK VERB μαγεύω

It is well known that a good number of Iranian Zoroastrian traditions and 
many cultural, linguistic and religious data of Sasanian derivation are attested 
into the Syriac and Greek Martyrologia. The deep importance of such sources 
has been focused on in various studies, starting, e.g., from Louis H. Gray1 till the 
most recent contributions on the subject by Philippe Gignoux.2 In the present 
paper I would like to enter few interesting references to the Zoroastrian liturgy, 
currently mentioned in these Christian texts, because they can shed a new light 
on some aspects of the Mazdean literature and rituals.

Although it has been remarked by various scholars, specialists of Oriental 
Christianity (but not very much indeed in the framework of Iranological studies), 
some Persian martyrs not only were members of Mazdean families, like, e.g., 
just to quote some significant examples, Saint Šīrīn, dead in the 28th year of 
Xusraw I,3 or like the famous Katholikos Mār Abā, who leaded the Church of the 
East until 552.4 Some Martyrs belong to ancient nobility and the highest ranks of 
the royal administration, like the martyr Yazdīn, the chief treasurer of King Xus-
raw II,5 or, in few cases, to the same royal family. These were, for instance, the 
cases of Pīrgusnasp,6 nephew of Šābuhr I, or of the mother and the sister, Širarān,7 
of the same King, who were converted by the Katholikos Simo bar Sabbā'ē, 
without to speak of the Christian wives of few Sasanian kings like Šīrīn and 
Maria,8 in the case of Xusraw II, or of the mother of Anošazād, the son of Xus-
raw I, exluded from the succession and exiled in Bet Lāpāt,9 who tried to rebel 
against his father. Few of these neo-converted nobles were also of priestly ori-
gin.10 We can recall in particular the ex-mowbed Yazdpanāh,11 and Saint 
Pīrāngušnasp-Grīghōr, both martyrized under Xusraw I, or again Saint 
Mihrāmgušnasp-Gīwargīs,12 martyrized under Xusraw II Parwēz. The last, a mem-
ber of the famous Mihran family, monk at Mount Izla, was crucificed in 615.13

Actually the Greek and Syriac Martyrologia mention the Pre-Christian 
educational background of these persons and their deep training also in the 



57

priestly ritual with a number of detailed information on this subject. The first 
case I would like to focus on is that of Saint Pīrāngušnasp-Grīghōr, according to 
his Syriac Life:14

«In the thirthienth year of the kingdom of King Qowād, in the month Ādhār, 
when the feast, that the Magi offer to Sat�an, was arrived, (the feast) which 
they call the day of Frōrdīghān, Pīrāngušnasp just in the night, before that 
his day came for the celebration of the feast (dedicated) to Sat�an, had a 
divine vision, in which an angel admonished him to become Christian.»

After this, Pīrāngušnasp had other two visions. Then the Martyrologium 
goes on as follows:15

«As his day was appeared, in which he should perform the Yašt of the sins 
(‘abad yašt dǝh�et�yāθā ),16 all the Magi were awaiting and the excited peo-
ple waited for his order to invite the amount (of attending persons) for the 
impure feast. He does not come. Somebody goes and says to him: «Open 
youself, perform the Yašt. Give us joy today with food and drinks, show us 
honorary gifts with the wealth that Hormazd gave you». He answered that 
he had apostatized the same Hormazd and that he was a Christian. As he 
was thought to be possessed by a Dēw, he said «before I have served the 
Dēws; then, Hormazd is a Dēw, not a God». Thus, all went away from 
him».

Now we can read some interesting paragraphs from the Syriac Life of Saint 
Gīwargīs:17

«His father was named Bābhai and was honorary Ōstāndār (i.e. an 
ἐπιστάτης18 encharged of) the security of the borders in the town of Ns�ībhīn. 
His grand-father was of royal origin and was Praefect in New Māh�ōzē 
[Māh�ōzē h�dhattā]. The father of his mother had been a Mōhpaṭ (i.e. 
mowbed). The Pagan naming of the same Lord Gīwargīs sounded 
Mihrāmgušnasp and he had a sister, who, as a Pagan, was named 
Hazārowai.19 Both lost their parents already when they were Pagan, and 
were educated by the father of their own father until they were grown up. 
Mihrāmgušnasp was from early times onwards consecrated in the Persian 
literature and in the religion of the Magi, so that already as a seven-years-
old child he was able to recite Yašt(s) and to hold the barsom, as the wrong 
doctrine of the Magi prescribes, so good that the fame of his skilfulness 
induced the great King Hormazd to invite him to the court and to summon 
him to recite something from the religion of the Magi. He recited quickly; 
the King laughed and ordered to give him a cushion20 and thought that one 
day something great should become again from him».
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The following passages I want to quote here are taken from the Greek 
Martyrologium of Saint Šīrīn.

This text, as already noted by Nöldeke,21 Hoffmann,22 de Lagarde23 and 
Devos,24 was surely translated from a Syriac original. The most interesting chap-
ters for the present discussion are the second and the eleventh:

II.25 Τῷ γὰρ εἰκοστῷ καὶ ὀγδόῳ ἔτει Χοσρόου τοῦ Περσῶν βασιλέως, 
ἀνεφάνη καθάπερ τις καθαρὸς μαργαρίτης ὴ μακαρία Σιρὴ ἐκ μέσου ζάλης 
κυμάτων τῷ κάλλει τῆς εἰς Ξριστὸν πἰστεως διαλάμπουσα καὶ τῷ μεγέθει 
τῆς δι’ αὐτὸν ἀθλήσεως ὑπερέχουσα. ‘Εκ πόλεως μὲν γὰρ ὡπμᾶτο 
Χιρχασελεύκου λεγομένης, ἐκ ῥίζης δὲ καὶ γένους κατήγετο τοῦ καρποὺς 
ἀεὶ τῷ διαβόλῳ παρέχοντος. Πατέρα ἔσχεν τῇ διδαχῇ τῆς μαγείας ἐπίσημον 
καὶ τὴν ἐκ’ αὐτοῖς δεκανικὴν ἀρχὴν ἱ κανὸν διανύσαντα χρόνον καὶ τῇ τῶν 
μάγων ἡγεμονείᾳ τῇ λεγομένῃ μαυϊπτουθὰ πλησιάσαντα ὡς τοῦ 
Ζωροάστρου διδασκαλίαν ἐντελῶς ἀκριβώσαντα. Τοσοῦτον δὲ τὸ τῶν 
Χριστιανῶν ἐμυσάττετο δόγμα καὶ τὴν ἰδίαν θυγατέρα τῆς πρὸς αὐτοὺς 
ὁμιλίας διακωλύειν ἐπεμελήσατο, ὡς μηδὲ παρὰ τῶν τῆς χώρας ἑλληνίδων 
γυναικῶν συγχωρεῖν αὐτὴν ἀνατρέφεσθαι, διὰ τὸ πολλάκις αὐτὰς 
χριστιανικὴν κεκτῆσθαι συνήθειαν· ἀλλὰ γυναῖκά τινα μετεστείλατο ἐκ 
τῆς Πὰρς, οὕτως λεγομένης χώρας, καθ· ἣν πᾶσα τῆς μαγείας ἐνίδρυται 
πλάνη. Ὑπὸ ταύτης μὲν οὖν τῆς γυναικὸς ἀναστρέφεται, καὶ τοιαύτη 
διαγωγῇ συνεθυζεται. Μετὰ δὲ τὴν τοιαύτην ἀνατροφὴν παραχρῆμα πάλιν 
ἐκ παιδὸς τοῖς μάγοις παραδίδοται καὶ τὴν βδελυρωτάτην αὐτῶν ληρωδίαν 
παιδεύεται, ὡς καὶ τὴν μυστικὴν λατρείαν ἐκτελέσαι τῆς ἰὰσθ λεγομένην, 
καθ’ ἣν ὡς ἐπὶ σεμνοῖς κατορθώμασιν ἐναβρύνονται. Ταῦτα δὲ περὶ αὐτῆς 
διεξήλθομεν οὐ τὴν διήγησιν μηκύναι σπουδάζοντες, ἀλλὰ παραστῆσαι 
βουλόμενοι ποίῳ σκότῳ καὶ τρόπῳ συνείληπτό τε καὶ συνείθιστο καὶ τάῦ 
του διαβόλου μεθοδείας ἐξέφυγεν.
II. “In the year twentyeigth of Xosrow, King of the Persians, appeared as a 
pure pearl Saint Sirē brighting from the middle of a tempest of billows for 
the beauty of the faith in Christ and emerging for the greatness of the 
struggle because of him. In fact, she moved from a town called Khirkhase-
leukon, she derived from root and descent of a seed always offering (wor-
ship) to the devil. She had a father distinguished in the teachings of the 
mageia and worth to accomplish the authority of a Dehkān (δεκανικὴν 
ἀρχὴν) among them for a while and associated with the leadership of the 
Magi, the so-called dignity of mōbad (μαυϊπτουθὰ) knowing the doctrine 
of Zoroaster completely. He was very hostile against the dogma of the 
Christians and provided that his doughter avoided any company with them, 
and educated her so that she never might met with women of the land of 
the Greeks, because they often had acquired a Christian habit. But he sum-
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moned a woman from Pārs, thus was called the land, where all the mistake 
of the mageia is located. Then, from this woman she is nursed and to this 
very manner she is accustomed. After such a bringing up again she is im-
mediately from childhood given to the Magi and instructed in the most 
abominable chattering of them, so that she performed also the mistic ado-
ration called of the Yašts (ἰάσθ), for which they feel to be superb in the 
sacred ritual good results. We have narrated these things about her not be-
cause we were trying to prolong the story, but because we desired to show 
in which obscure condition she was found and accustomed and how she 
spontaneously approached to the light of the truth and escaped from the 
trap of the devil”.

Šīrīn’s violent refusal of the Mazdean religion occurred during the perfor-
mance of a Zoroastrian ritual; in fact, according to the beginning of chapter XI 
of the same Martirologium:26

XI. Ὅθεν τῆς μητρυιᾶς αὐτῆς ἕωθεν μεταστειλαμένης αὐτὴν καὶ 
προτρεπούσης μαγεύειν κατὰ συνήθειαν, τότε τὴν ἑαυτῆς φανερῶσαι 
σπουδάζουσα πίστιν, λαβοῦσα τὰ ξὺλα δι’ ὧν ἑμάγευεν κατὰ τὴν τοῦ 
Ζωροάστρου δαιμονιώδη παράδοσιν, φῶς περιλάμπον αὐτὴν ἐθεάσατο, 
καὶ ῥωσθεῖσα τὰ ξύλα συνέθλασεν καὶ τὴν θυσίαν ἐσκέδασεν καὶ τῷ πυρὶ 
ἐπέπτυσέν τε καὶ εσβεσεν, καὶ ἀνέστη λέγουσα· «’Εγὼ εις τὴν ἐκκλησίαν 
τῶν Χριστιανῶν ἀπέρχομαι καὶ φανερῶς ὁμολογεῖν τὸν χριστιανισμὸν οὐ 
κωλὐομαι.»
XI. “Thus, while her stepmother, early in the morning, was asking her to 
come and exorted her to celebrate the Magian rite according to (their) cos-
tume, then she searched to openly declare her faith; taking the sticks 
through which she celebrated the ritual in accordance with the devilish 
traditional rite of Zoroaster, observed the light brighting around it, and 
feeling to be strong she broke the sticks and scattered the sacrifice, spit on 
the fire, extinguished it, and stand up by saying: «I go to the church of the 
Christians and I do not deny to openly agree with the Christian religion»”

In each of these brief passages we found clear references to the Pahlavi 
technical term yašt, both in Syriac (yašt) and in Greek (ἰάσθ) texts. Although, 
with this very word, we usually design the Avestan hymns, we know that in Sa-
sanian time yašt was also taken as a generic expression for the Mazdean ritual, 
and not specifically and exclusively for the liturgy of the so-called Avestan 
hymns, that in the titles of the extant Avestan manuscripts are sometimes called 
Yasn,27 according to an oldest pattern designing an hymn as an aoxtō.nąman- 
yasna- (i.e., “a yasna- in which the very name of the worshipped yazata is ex-
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pressely mentioned”), a datum on which I28 and Kellens29 in different times have 
attracted scholarly attention. This fact is undoubtless confirmed from the inscrip-
tions of the Great Priest Kirdīr, where we find many times yšty [yašt]. I agree 
with Gignoux30 who did not translate in those fitting passages of Kirdīr’s inscrip-
tion yšty as Yašt, i.e. “hymn”, but simply Yasna, expressely stating31 that here “le 
mot yašt ne peut désigner les hymnes aux divinités mais bien la liturgie du yas-
na, comme c’est le terme encore aujourd’hui”.

To these statements we can now offer some additional considerations 
thanks to these Martyriologia. The first consideration is that among Christians, 
who, of course, tried to emphasize the violence and intolerance of the Mazdeans 
and of the – from their own point of view – devilish paganism of Zoroaster, 
showing in their turn also many examples of mutual misundestranding and in-
comprehension, the term yašt seems to have been the current one as a general 
designation of the Persian rituals. By the way, we may simply recall that the ac-
cusation of “witchcraft” is mutually evoked, from Christians against Zoroastri-
ans (see the fitting example of Pīrāngušnasp-Grīghōr) but also from Zoroastrians 
against Christians. I wount enter this very matter in the present work, because it 
has been discussed in a long article of mine,32 from which I only desire to recall 
that the “political” category of tolerance – as we assumed it – was basically ex-
traneous to the sensibility of the Byzantine and Sasanian empires, although we 
can eventually find some scattered examples of it.33

It is worthwhile to note also that in the Life of Pīrāngušnasp-Grīghōr, the 
confession of the sins, probably a patet,34 which, as Pettazzoni already re-
marked,35 should have been introduced only in Sasanian times, was indicated – 
we do not know if correctly or by a mistake – “yašt of the sins”. It is also interest-
ing to remark that Pīrāngušnasp-Grīghōr was asked to recite this text and to per-
form the ritual in connection with the Frawardīgān feast. From the life of Saint 
Gīwargīs we find a direct proof about the already known statement that Mazdean 
children were usually trained from the age of seven years, then after their first 
initiation, and that they learned the ritual liturgy and the use of of the barsom. In 
the case of the performance delivered by the young Mihrāmgušnasp-Gīwargīs, 
just in front of King Hormazd, we cannot exclude that the reference to the word 
yašt was properly referred or not to a specific hymnic recitation or more gener-
ally to any part of the yasna liturgy. But the fact that such a child masterly re-
cited these preyers in a very quick manner for his King and the rich prize he was 
given by his lord, confirm the importance that was commonly attributed to this 
kind of training surely comprehending also a good knowledge of the hymns. 
Such a form of learning was also part of the basic education of young ladies, as 
we deduce from the life of Saint Šīrīn, who very early was able to perform “the 
mistic adoration called of the Yašts (τὴν μυστικὴν λατρείαν ... τῆς ἰάσθ)”.36 Also 
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in this case we cannot establish whether the reference is to the Yasn in general or 
strictly to the hymns, but I do not exclude that both were undestood, being the 
hymns a part of the yasna liturgy according to the single days of the calendar, as 
it is shown from the introductory and closing formulas of any hymn.37 It is inter-
esting to reflect on the fact that Šīrīn seems to have been trained by a Mazdean 
women coming from the Pārs. This means that the ritual education of the young 
ladies was sometimes imparted from other well trained women, sometimes spe-
cifically invited from other places. The direct ritual competence of the women is 
known also from scattered references in the Zoroastrian sources. According to 
the Ārdā Wīrāz Nāmāg, the sisters and wives of Wīrāz knew by heart the sacred 
texts and performed rituals,38 while the Hērbedestān, in chapters 4 and 5,39 refers 
to the presence, at least in some particular occasions, of women in the liturgy of 
the yasna, acting as zaotars.

The Greek version of the Martyrologium of Saint Šīrīn presents us with 
another important element of reflection concerning the verb μαγέυω, which is 
frequently used in this kind of agiographic literature. No doubt that, on the one 
hand, the Christian context was hostile and consequently the semantic back-
ground of this verb appears to have been strongly viciated in the framework of 
the Martyrologia by heavy prejudices, which, as we will see, were based on the 
earlier reinterpretation40 of the basic meaning of the word μαγέια (originally the 
θεῶν θεραπεία mentioned in the Alcibiades I of the Pseudo-Plato (I, XVII, 121e-
122a)41, i.e. simply a technical and neutral definition of the Magian ritual and 
doctrine, based, as Greek μάγος, on the Old Persian stem magu-), at least par-
tially, but significantly, into the semantic sphere of the γοητέια “wizardry”.42 
On the other hand, we must recall that μαγέυω was also the current translation 
of Middle Persian yaštan and Parthian yazīdan, at least in the Greek version of 
the Sasanian inscription of Šābuhr (ŠKZ, 27)43, where its technical meaning 
was that of “offering a sacrifice” or “(wiederholt) opfern”. Such a technical 
meaning, as Huyse has recently remarked,44 was not apparently registered 
among those contained in the Greek-English Lexicon of Liddell and Scott, 
where we find:45

I: “to be a Magus” or “skilled in Magian arts”; II: (trans. and pass.) “to use 
magic arts”; III: (trans. and pass.) “to bewitch” (e.g. by philtres) and “to call 
forth by magic arts”.

This dictionary gives as examples for the first meaning only two passages; 
the first, quoted from Plutarch, Artaxerxes, 3, 6 runs as follows:

ταῦτα δρᾶν ’Aρτοξέρξου μέλλοντος ἀφίκετο Τισαφέρνης πρὸς αὐτὸν ἄγων 
ἕνα τῶν ἱερέων, ὄς έν παισὶ Κύρου τῆς νομιζομένης ἀγωγῆς ἐπιστάτης γενόμενος 
καὶ διδάξας μαγεύειν αὐτὸν οὐδενὸς ἧττον ἐδόκει Περσῶν ἀνιᾶσθαι μὴ 
ἀποδειχθέντος ἐκείνου βασιλέως·
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“As Artaxerxes was about to perform these rites, Tissaphernes brought to 
him a certain priest who had conducted Cyrus through the customary discipline 
for boys, had taught him the wisdom of the Magi, and was thought to be more 
distressed than any one in Persia because his pupil had not been declared king”.46

But in this case, I wonder if the meaning usually attributed here to μαγεύω 
is the fitting one. In fact, it is clear that according to such a passage the Persian 
priest was not teaching his pupil the way “to become a Magus” nor he was sim-
ply fraying to teach “the wisdom of the Magi”, but he tought him a technical 
knowledge, i.e. the μαγεία, that, as already stated in the Alcibiades I, was a spe-
cial kind of θεῶν θεραπεία. In other words, it seems that we can translate this 
passage as: a certain priest who ... had taught him to worship (according to the 
ritual of the Magi) ...”. This interpretation becomes very attractive if we con-
sider that, according to Herodotus, I, 132, among the Persians the presence of a 
μάγος was indispensable47 for the sacrificial rite (ἄνευ γὰρ δὴ μάγου οὔ σφι 
νόμος ἐστί θυσίας ποιέεσθαι) and that the Magi usually chanted theogonies 
(μάγος ἀνὴρ παρεστεὼς ἐπαδείει θεογονίην).48 These facts support the idea that 
μαγεΰειν, when strictly referred to an Iranian framework, had originally the tech-
nical meaning of “to perform the ritual, i.e. the sacrifice and the preyers of the 
Magi”.

Counterwise, the first meaning registered by Liddell and Scott (“to be a 
Magus” or “skilled in Magian arts”) is doubtless attested in the second example 
taken from Philostratos, Vita Apollonii, 1, 2, where we read:49

... Πλάτων τε βαδίσας ἐς Αἴγυπτον καὶ πολλὰ τῶν ἐκεῖ προφητῶν τε καὶ 
ἱερέων ἐγκαταμίξας τοῖς ἑαυτοῦ λόγοις, καὶ καθάπερ ζωγράφος ἐσκιαγραφημένοις 
ἐπιβαλὼν χρώματα, οὔπω μαγέυειν ἔδοξε, καίτοι πλεῖστα ἀνθρώπων φθονηθεὶς 
ἐπὶ σοφίᾳ.

“... and Plato went to Egypt and mingled with his own discourses much of 
what he heard from the prophets and priests there; and though, like a painter, he 
laid his own colours on to their rough sketches, yet he never passed for a wizard, 
although envied above all mankind for his wisdom”.

We must note that these two passages are in any case different also if the 
basic meaning attributed by Liddell and Scott were the right one; in fact, the first 
passage refers to an Old Persian context, where “to become a magus” would 
necessarily mean “to become member of a restricted and initiated priestly group”, 
while the second is stricly based on the well-known development of the word 
μάγος as “wizard”. Such an evolution is attested in a third passage from the Acts 
of the Apostles, 8, 9: ’ Ανὴρ δέ τις ὀνόματι Σίμων προϋπῆρχεν έν τῇ πόλει 
μαγεύων καὶ ἐξιστάνων τὸ ἔθνος τῇ Σαμαρείας λέγων εἶναί τίνα ἑαυτὸν μέγαν ... 
(Vir autem quidam nomine Simon qui ante fuerat in civitate magus, seducens 
genten Samariae dicens se esse aliquem magnum ...).50
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The second meaning attributed to μαγέυω (“to use magic arts”) is already 
attested in Euripides, Iphigenia Táurica, vv. 1336-1338:51

χρόνῳ δ’ἵν ’ ἡμῖν δρᾶν τι δὴ δοκοῖ πλέον,
ἀνωλόλυξε καὶ κατῇδε βάρβαρα
μέλη μαγεύουσ ’, ὡς φόνον νίζουσα δή.
“Time passed: she chanted loud some alien hymn
Of wizardry, – with semblance of weird rites
To cozen us, – as one that cleansed blood-guilt”

Verse-lines 1337-388 (βάρβαρα μέλη μαγεύουσα) show that the technical 
meaning of the verb μαγεύω (and, of course, that of the word μαγεία) which 
originally had nothing to do with “wizardry” or “witchcraft”, very soon had 
evolved towards a less specialized value, and were simply used in order to des-
ignate in general sense the performance of “magic” arts or rituals and the recita-
tion of magic chaints. See also Plutarch, Numa, 15, 8:52 ἔνιοι δ ’' οὐ τοὺς δαίμονας 
φασιν ὑποθέσθαι τὸν καθαρμόν, ἀλλ ’ ἐκείνους μὲν καταγαγεῖν τὸν Δία 
μαγεύσαντας, τὸν δὲ θεὸν ὀργιζόμενον τῷ Νομᾷ προστάσσειν ὡς χρὴ γενέσθαι 
τὸν καθαρμόν κεφαλαῖς “some, however, say that it was not the (two) demons 
themselves who imparted the charm, but that they called Jupiter down from 
heaven by their magic, and that this deity angrily told Numa that he must charm 
an expiatory sacrifice with «heads»”.53 To this example we can add also Pausa-
nias, Description of Greece, 6, 20, 18:54 ἠξίου δὲ οὗτος Αιγύπτιος εἶναι μὲν 
’Aμφίονα, εἶναι δὲ καὶ Θρᾷκα ’Ορφέα μαγεῦσαι δεινόν, καὶ αὐτοῖς ἐπᾷδουσι 
θηρία τε ἀφικνεῖσθαι τῷ ’Όρφεῖ καὶ ’Aμφίονι ἐς τὰς τοῦ τείχους οἰκοδομίας τὰς 
πέτρας “This Egyptian thought that Amphion and also the Thracian Orpheus 
were clever magicians, and that it was through their enchantments that the beasts 
came to Orpheus, and the stones came to Amphion for the building of the wall”.

This change of meaning is in particular patently attested in passages where 
μαγεύω (used transitively and passively) assumed the third signifícate of “to 
enchant”, “to bewitch” (also by means of philtres), “to charm”, as registered in 
the basic dictionary of Liddell and Scott with reference to

1) Achilles Tatius, Erotici, 5, 22:55 ἀκούω τὰς Θετταλὰς ὑμᾶς ὧν ἂν 
ἐρασθῆτε μαγεύειν οὕτως, ὥστε μὴ πρὸς ἑτέραν ἔτι τὸν ἄνθρωπον ἀποκλίνειν 
γυναῖκα, πρός τε τὴν μαγεύουσαν οὕτως ἔχειν, ὡς πάντα νομίζειν ἐκείνην αὐτῷ. 
“I understand that you Thessalian women, when you fall in love, are able to con-
jure in such a way that your lover never inclines to any other woman, and is so 
firmly attached to the woman who has bewitched him that he considers her his 
all-in-all”;

2) Clearchus:56 ... οὐδὲ λέγειν καλόν, πλὴν ὅτι μαγευόμεναι καὶ μαγεύου-
σαι, ταυροπόλοι καὶ τρίοδοί τίνες αὗται πρὸς αλλήθειαν ἐγένοντο, πλήρεις πά-
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ντων ἀποκαθαρμάτων ... “verbo dicam, magicas artes et in se et in alus exercentes, 
tauropolae ac vere dixerim triviae quaedam factae sunt omni genere 
immunditiarum plenae”;

3) Lucianus (or Pseudo-Lucianus), Asinus seu Lucius, 54:57 ἔλεγον κάτωθεν 
ὅτι γυνή με Θετταλὴ γυναικὸς Θετταλῆς δούλη χρίσματι μεμαγευμένῳ ἐπαλείψασα 
ὄvov ποίησειεν (...) “... and I told him from down there that a Thessalian witch, had 
anointed me with a magic unguent and made me into an ass (...)»58;

4) It is also very interesting a passage of Apollodoras, Mythographi Grae-
ci, I, 9, 28, referred to Jason and Medea, where we find in a family of manu-
scripts (A) the reading πέπλον μεμαγευμένον φάρμακον “a robe bewitched as a 
poison” (instead of πέπλον μεμαγμένον φαρμάκοις; i.e. “a robe steeped in poi-
son” [E]).59

Another meaning registered by Liddell and Scott was that of “to call forth 
by magic arts” with reference again to other two fitting passages of Lucianus, 
Asinus seu Lucius, II:60   Ὦφιλτάτη, δεῖξόν μοι μαγγανεύουσαν ἢ μεταμορφουμέ-
νην τὴν δέσποιναν “Dearest, show me your mistress practicing magic or chang-
ing her shape”;61 ἡ δὲ Παλαίστρα, Παῦσαι, φησί, προσπαίζων. τίς γὰρ ᾠδὴ 
δύναται μαγεῦσαι τὸν ἔρωτά, ὄντα τῆς τέχνης κύριον; “But Palaestra said, «Stop 
joking. What magic incantations can conjure Love forth ?”62 and to the Palatin 
Anthology, 12, 57:

Πραξιτέλης ὁ πάλαι ζωογλύφος αβρὸν ἄγαλμα
     ἄψυχον, μορφᾶς κωφὸν ἔτευξε τύπον, 
πέτρον ἐνειδοφορῶν· ὁ δὲ νῦν, ἔμψυχα μαγεύων, 
     τὸν τριπανοῦργον ῎Ερωτ ’ ἔπλασεν ἐν κραδίᾳ.
“Praxiteles the sculptor of the old time wrought a delicate image, but life-

less, the dumb counterfeit of beauty, endowing the stone with form; but this 
Praxiteles of to-day, creator of living beings by his magic moulded in my heart 
Love, the rogue of rogues. (...)”.63

Notwithstanding this kind of widespread semantic evolution, it was already 
Mariq,64 following a seminal intuition of Cumont,65 who noted that the special 
meaning, i.e. that of “performing a ritual/to sacrifice”, where μαγέυω patently cor-
responds to yaštan, as in ŠKZ, was the same attested also in a short Graeco-Ara-
maic bilingual inscription found near Faraša, in Cappadocia (probably of the first 
century AD.),66 dedicated to Mithra. Here, in fact, we find the sentence: 67

Σαγάριος
Μαγ[αφέ]ρνου
στρατηγός
’Αριαραμνεί(ας)
ἐμάγευσε
Μίθρῃ
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“Singarios, son of Magaphernes, Strategos of Ariaramneia, ἐμάγευσε 
Μίθρῃ”, where the last part corresponded to mgyš [lm]trh’ in the Aramaic ver-
sion (sgr br mhgprn rbmg’68 mgyš [lm]trh’).69

As Vermaseren assumed,70 between the two possible explanations of this 
sentence, i.e., “(he) became a Magus for Mithra”71 or “(he) celebrated a Magian 
rite/sacrificed to Mithra”, it is only the second one that can be seriously taken 
into consideration. A direct support to this interpretation is offered72 by a parallel 
construction attested in Buddhist Sogdian, where the sentence ’ky ZY ’wzy’n 
wnty ’t ßyw ’yzty “he who slaughters (animals) and sacrifices to a god ...”,73 
clearly shows the parallel use of the verb yz- plus an indirect object (ablative; 
ßyw).

It is in fact possible, as suggested by Benveniste,74 that the meaning of the 
verb yaštan, as in Armenia, was also associated with a special form of sacrifice 
performed by Mazdean priests by clubbing the beast to death, but, in my opin-
ion, is farfetched to suppose, as expressely suggested by Boyce and Grenet,75 that 
“the verb mageuein came to be coined for it in the Hellenistic world, being used, 
it seems, by Greek speakers in Iran itself as well as in Asia Minor”. But, as we 
have seen, this verb was already attested, although with a different meaning, at 
the time of Euripides; thus, we cannot state that it was coined only in Late An-
tiquity. On the contrary, we can imagine that, as the principal ritual performance 
of the Mazdean priest – in the West mainly the Μάγοι – was that represented by 
the act of yaz-ing or yad-ing, later that of yaštan or yazīdan, their special kind of 
worship was considered as a μαγεία, in its original ritual and neutral (i.e. techni-
cal) sense and meaning. Such a semantic value seems to be also that to be attrib-
uted to the already quoted passage in Plutarch’s Artaxerxes. Then, I think, 
μαγέυω did not only preserved its basic meaning of “performing a Magian rite”, 
then “sacrificing” according to a special (i.e. Magian) modality of killing the 
sacrificial animals, distinguished from the debased sense of bewitching, charm-
ing, but, more generally, it assumed also that of “offering the Persian ritual (with 
or without immolation)”, “worshipping”. Thus we can suspect that in the Greek 
Martyrologia, especially when these were translated from a Syriac Vorlage, 
μαγέυω was also a special way of rendering the Syriac expression “to offer a 
yašt” (‘bd yašt) that we have found in the Syriac lives of the Persian Saints. In 
this respect, the verb was used in a more technical sense than in the already 
quoted passage of the Acts of the Apostles (8, 9).

Thus, it is clear that if μαγέυω corresponded to the official translation of 
yaštan accepted by Sasanian interpreters and scribes (indifferently if they were 
of Iranian mother tongue or not) in standard Greek, it probably translated also 
Syriac ‘bd yašt. This also means that in Sasanian times the same Greek word had 
maintained its technical force and that, along the border, it sounded with very 



66

different semantic hues among Christians and among learned Mazdeans. For the 
first group it was referred to the devilish pagan worship (and sacrifice) of the 
Magi, then from their special perspective a kind of witchcraft and idolatry, while 
for the others it represented the normal expression to be used in Greek for their 
own ritual worship and sacrifice. In any case for both it does not seem to be used 
in the most banal meaning of “using magic arts” nor in that of “bewitching”, but 
it preserved a close connection with the various and complex performances con-
nected with the act of yaštan.
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