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CAHAR ZAHAGAN IN MIDDLE PERSIAN LITERATURE
Mahmoud Jafari-Dehaghi - University of Tehran

One of the main features of Sasanian era was the philosophical movement through which Iranian
thinkers became familiar with new ideas. Xusrow The First ordered some philosophical texts, such as
Aristotle’s Book of Logic, to be translated from Greek into Pahlavi. They also introduced some texts
from India and translated them from Sanskrit into Pahlavi. Through the process of translation, many
Pahlavi philosophical terms were coined. They are scattered among the Pahlavi texts such as
Dénkard, Bundahisn, Wizidagtha 1 Zadsparam and so on. The aim of this paper then is to introduce
one of the well-known terms called ¢ahar zahagan or four elements. In addition to other meanings
mentioned in the article the term Cahar zahagan denotes to the four elements of soil, wind, water and
fire by which the whole world is constructed. This idea was borrowed by Iranian translators
presumably from Greek and Roman philosophers. During the Islamic period the term Cahar zahagan
has a more broad meaning. From their point of view the Greater World or géhan 1 wuzurg was
comparable to the human body or gehan 1 kddak.

Keywords: philosophical terms; four elements; Cahar zahagan; Sasanid era; Middle Persian

1.INTRODUCTION

It seems that the movement of philosophy which took place in the Sassanid era resulted
in the construction and deployment of a range of philosophical terminologies which were
used in compiling and translating texts. The aim of this short article is to discuss one of
these terms, as Cahar zahagan or “four elements”.

2. THE ROLE OF DENKARD AND THE DOCTRINE OF THE FOUR ELEMENTS

There is no doubt that at this stage, Iranians had a specific approach to philosophical
texts and thanks to the philosophy of soul in some Middle Persian texts, including the
fourth book Dénkard, this is clearly described.

DKM 412.17: Sapuhr t Sahan Sah ardasiran nibégihda-z i az déen bé abar bizeskih
ud stargowisnih wizoyisn ud zaman gyag ud gohr dahisn bawisn winahisn jadag-
wihirth ud gowagih ud abarig kirrogih ud abzar andar hindiiagan hrom abarig-
iz zamigiha pargandag biid abaz 6 ham award ud abdg abestag abdaz handaxt.
Har an i drust paccén o ganj 7 Sabigan dad.

«Sapuhr, the king of kings, son of Artax3ahr reassembled books of the Dén about
medicine, astronomy, motion, time, space, substance, creation, genesis,
corruption, alteration, eloquence, and other arts and skills that go into India,
Rome and other lands and he compared them with the Avesta and everything
which was right, he made a copy for Sabigan treasure.'

By the same token, the philosophical texts of India and Rome were compiled and
translated.

1 Cf. Bailey 1971, 81, 86.
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Again the report of Dénkard about this is as follows:
DKM 429.13: Pad harom pilasofa ud pad hindiigan danag ud pad abarig danag
Snasag an abeértar stayihid ké gowisn ud nézomanih az-isan padagihist
frazanagan t éran-Sahr pasandid estad.
«Among the philosophers of Rome the sages of India and the sages of other
(countries) the Knowing ones praise most highly those whose logic and skills
were clear. The wise ones of EranSahr».

The doctrine of the four elements was important among philosophers of ancient Greece
and Rome. They knew that the world consisted of four elements: earth, wind, water and
fire. In the Sassanid era, for such idiomatic philosophical equivalents they employed the
Pahlavi terminology. The word Zahagan was used for “elements”. Apparently, the meaning
of this word was “more born” which was used in Middle Persian texts as well as New
Persian dictionaries. For example the word “Zahidan” was used in Dictionary of Rashidi,
Anjoman ara, Anandr3j, and Nazem-ol Atebba; the phrase meaning “born and breathe” was
used in the dictionary of Moein, “Zihidan” meaning “to regenerate, to bring forth” was used
in Burhan-1 Qate (in the margin). Zéhidan: “to fall, to flow, to drip”. Zihidan: “drip”
(analogous with the phrase “zih zadan™). It is likely that the etymology of this word is as
follows: the prefix uz- meaning “down” and the root ah-® which means “to shed”. In some
Middle Persian texts, this term has been used clearly with the same meaning. Examples of
this application are as follows.

A. Denkard in Chapter 123 of the third book:

DKM 121.3: u-§ désag 1 fradom bidag © pad dadar ud paymankarih az bawisn u-
§ deénig nam bawisn-rawisnih u-§ namcist cahar zahagan 1 hend wad ataxs ab
gil.

«The form of the first material existence of creator (was) moderation of existence
and its religious name is setting in motion of existence, and in detail, it is (made
of) the four elements, which are: wind, fire, water, and mud (=earth)».

Then, in another part, there is the same point of reference:

DKM 124.18: pad dadar dfurisn rasidag o6 bawisn garm-xwéd, bawisn-rawisnih
zahagan 1 ast wad, ataxs, ab <ud> gil az bawisn-rawisnih bawisn-astisnih.
«Through the creation of the creator, one reaches to the existence of warmth, and
moisture, and the setting in motion of existence, the (four) elements, which
include: wind, fire, water and mud, and from the setting in motion of existence,
the genesis of universe».

Chapter 157 of the third book of Dénkard is devoted to medical knowledge, in which
the human body is likened to the outside world and the world as the four elements of fire,
water, soil and wind combined. The human body is of four elements which are the human
bile and yellow bile, blood and phlegm. Similarly when in the four pillars of corruption,
one of the world will lead to damage, lack of balance and disturb, unbalance and disorder in
four humors (ax/af) will cause human health confusion.® The third book of Dénkard reports
the same case:

2 Gignoux 2001, 50.
3 Cf. Gignoux 2001; for more detailed information on the Medicine in ancient Iran see Saburi Helestani 1385.
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DKM 158.22: nigézig az zaraduxstrotom dastwarith ud dahibed hu-framanih
nigah padan 1 zahagan 1 tanan bun az winastagih u-§ éwazigih ek ek mardom
tan-bizeskih 1 az drustbedan hammog padan i-San rastagan az winastagih
bawed.

«According to the teachings of the guiding of the Zoroasterom and the good
command of the dahibed, care must be taken towards the body elements from
destruction, namely (care) of the origin of the body from corruption and of that it
is unique medical doctrine which is for everyone and according to the teachings
of “drustbedan” (physicians) is eyeing their temperament from corruptiony.

DKM 170.4: tan-biziskih kunisn abar cahar zahagan 1 géhan pad dadan 1 az
winastagih u-§ frazamisn par ristagan 1 tan fréh-bud ud abé-bid az-is be burden
pad payman winnardan tan-drustih.

«The action of medical doctrine is about the four elements of the world, about
keeping it from corruption. Its termination is the end of excess and waste in the
human body and making it balanced and organized».

The terminology “Cahar zahagan” meaning “the four elements” is frequently used in
the fifth book of Dénkard. This goes to show that keeping the four elements from pollution
and dirt has been troubling the minds of Iranians, throughout times, for example:

Denkard:V.28a: ud az an c¢iyon nasa peéstha abaz o ataxs ud wad ud bium ud gil T
pak ud karigih pad nog-zahagih © zahagan ud we- frayadih ud meh-sudih T
daman éwentha madan pad gugarisn ud sozisn T andar tan T sagan ud wayan
abertar sayéd....

24.28a: «And it is most deserving that before Nasa (=corpse) reaches the fire,
wind, the earth, and the clean mud, it would be activated as a new element, and
as a result, in accordance with religion, it is more helping and interesting to the
creatures, (and for this purpose) it gets burned and digested in the bodies of dogs
and birds...».*

3. B. BUNDAHISN

Apparently, the Mazdean cosmology in the second chapter of the Bundahisn which has
the title: “abar dam-dahisnih T gétigiha”, records the origin of the first creatures as “asar-
rosnih” or “boundless light”. It is known that the four elements have emerged from the

“asar-rosnih’):
GB. 17.1: ....ohrmazd dam o getig bréhinid: az asar-rosnih ataxs, az ataxs wad,
az wad ab, az ab zamig ud harwisp astomandrh gétig fraz bréhénid.
«Ohrmazd created the creatures in the material world from endless light, fire;
and from fire wind; from wind water, and from water earth; and thus made all the
material beings».’

4 Cf. Amouzgar - Tafazzoli 2000.
5 Cf. Bahar 1991-1992, 39; Pakzad ed. 2005, 26.
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However elsewhere in this book it is explicitly stated that:
GB. 149.5: astomandih az cahar zahagan: ab ud zamig ud wad ud ataxs.
«Material existence is made from four elements: water, earth, wind and fire».®

4. C. WIZIDAGIHA 1 ZADSPRAM

Chapter VII of the book “Selections of Zadspram” is about five tempers of asronan
(religious leaders) and makes reference to ten admonitions that all other advice in religion
is related to them. The fourth temperament is:

27.4: caharom yazisn, ciyon yazisn i ohrmazd mddayan pad hamdg wehih
dadarih, xwaddayih $naxtan menidan, padis dén astawan biidan ud kustig, nisan
i-S dén ray, bastag dastan, yazisn i roSnan niydisnomandiha, yazisn i zahagan 1
ast ataxs, ab, zamig, ud wad, ké kalbodomand ud daman az-is passazihist pak,
yojdahrenid az nasa ud dastan ud hixr ud abarig winahisn dastan i ta ¢ihran az-
is passazihand drust-Cihrtar ud hu-boytar ud paktar ud kam-ahogtar bawénd.

«Fourth Yazisn: is to praise Ohrmazd and all goodness, creativity, and to know
God (and) to think about his religion, and practicing his religion. It is to show
that you’re a follower of this religion by wearing the kustig (the famous belt). It
is to praise the term of four elements: fire, water, earth and wind, and physical
beings and creature made of it, pure and holy of Nasa (=corpse), and
menstruation and other pollution and stench. In the hope that all natures made
from these, are more right, more pure, more fragrant and without any faultsy.’

Moreover, it must be noted that in the Sassanid era, sometimes colloquial philosophical
terms which were drawn from Greek texts were used identically. Apparently, the
fragmented word “stwwkkwn” in the book of Dénkard is the exact equivalent of the Greek
term “stoicheion” which itself was another form of the word “astoqos” which has found its
way into Arabic.

The meaning of quadruplet elements was broadened in the concept of Islamic
philosophers. Iranian philosophers also used the new terminology. Extensive interpretations
and texts related to the four elements in the Persian literature and philosophy show the
significance and the importance of this philosophical concept.

Some of these terms are:

Car akhar: “Idiom used for the four elements which are the earth, wind, water and fire”;

Car axsij: meaning the four elements. The word @xsij is used for element;”

Car arkan: four elements.

Other terms used in the Persian literature and Philosophy are as follows:

Car onsor, Car azdaha, Car ostad, Car ajsad, Car asbab, Car asl, Car balest, Car

basit, Car band, Car bix, Car ta, Car tar, Car tare, Car tarkib, Car johar, Car xalife,

Car dagri, Car dast, Car onsor, Car ayal, Car foras, Car gohar, and hundreds of other

words.

Cf. Bahar 1991-1992, 100; Pakzad ed. 2005, 265.
Cf. Gignoux - Tafazzoli 2000, 88.

See Dehkhoda 1970.

See Dehkhoda 1970.
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5. CONCLUSIONS

According to the evidence cited above we can conclude that:

in the Sassanid era, Iranian made philosophical equivalents appropriate to their needs;

2. the Iranian world view about the four elements was influenced by Greek and Roman
philosophy, as it can be seen in the book of Dénkard;

3. according to Iranian thinking, the greater world (Jehan i1 akbar) géhan T wuzurg, was
created by the four elements water, earth, fire and wind combined. This can in terms be
comparable with the smaller world (Jehan i asqar) gehan 1t kodak.

Thus, the human temperaments are also made up of the four elements of human bile,
yellow bile, phlegm and blood. This view about the world was extended more in the

Islamic era.

—_
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