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From the bellowing cow to the cow’s soul

Remarks on the Old Indo-Aryan and Old Iranian animal sacrifice

Paola M. Rossi

This paper aims to draw parallels between the ancient Iranian or Avestan culture
and the ancient Indo-Aryan or Vedic Sanskrit culture as regards animal sacrifices.
As is well known, these two cultures share an ancient common cultural basin,
that is the so-called Indo-Iranian culture located at least within the Andronovo
cultural complex, during the Bronze Age, and within the Bactria-Margiana Ache-
ological Complex (BMAC) in the first half of the second millennium BCE. How-
ever, the Iranian culture which we know from the Avestan textual corpus devel-
oped especially on the Iranian plateau, at least from the ninth century BCE on-
wards, whereas the Old Indo-Aryan culture we know from the Vedic textual cor-
pus developed in the North-Western area of the Indian subcontinent, that is be-
tween Afghanistan and Pakistan earlier (1500-1300 BCE), and later in the area
corresponding to today’s eastern Panjab, and Uttar Pradesh (1300-900 BCE).
Therefore, despite a common cultural background, for centuries the Avestan and
Vedic cultures developed independently of each other, each with its own charac-
teristics. As regards the so-called ‘sacrifice,” known as yasna in Old Iranian and
yajfia in Old Indo-Aryan, and in light of the afore-mentioned historical premise,
there are nevertheless peculiar parallels that are anything but mere cultural co-
incidences, nor the mere remnants of an ancient Indo-Iranian cultural unit, but
the result of the development of a common cultural heritage under similar his-
torical conditions, despite the peculiarities of each culture. This article aims to
highlight such developments, especially in relation to the performance of the an-

imal sacrifice.
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1. The Avestan yasna: animal sacrifice, cow’s soul (gau$ uruuan-) and man’s soul (nard uruuan-)'

The Avestan term yasna denotes both a ceremony and a textual genre to be recited during the ceremony

itself; in particular, the ceremony consists of nine liturgical sequences, combined with the recitation
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19



Paola M. Rossi — From the bellowing cow to the cow’s soul: Remarks on the 0ld Indo-Aryan and Old Iranian animal sacrifice

of all 72 Avestan yasnas (Kellens 2015). However, according to the scholars of the first half of the last
century, the yasna liturgy would have consisted of prayers and the oblation of butter, milk, water and
vegetables to the sacred flame (De Jong 2002: 129-130), a ceremony still performed in the Parsi
community today. Any animal sacrifice and even haoma pressing would have been abolished by the so-
called Zoroastrian reform.” Therefore, even though yasna is etymologically cognate with OIA yajria, as
both are derivatives of the PIE root <*VHjeh,g ‘to honour with offerings,’ corresponding respectively to
Av Vyaz- and OIA Vygj- ‘to sacrifice, to worship’, it seems that the Avestan term yasna does not convey
the same conception of sacrifice as it does in the Old Indo-Aryan culture. In fact, the yasna would have
been a mere worshipping ceremony, focusing on the fire, without any blood sacrifice, and
Zoroastrianism would have mainly been a purely spiritual and ethical religion. In actual fact, the whole
Avestan textual corpus, as definitively canonized during the Sasanian period (224-651 CE), clearly shows
that the aim of a yasna ceremony consists in upholding the Ahura Mazda cosmic order and preparing
the heavenly path that the soul of the sacrificer has to follow to reach the supreme cosmic entity
(Skjeerve 2007). It is a sort of journey of the soul, called uruuan-, towards Ahura Mazda: the act expressed
by the root yaz- allows the uruuan- as ‘breath-soul” of the sacrificer himself to be elevated into the
sphere of the divine world, beyond darkness, like an ‘itinerant soul.” There, it joins with the so-called
vision-soul daénd-, that is its visual counterpart and thus the sacrificer achieves the otherworld.
(Panaino 2004; Cantera 2016: 70-71). Therefore, the term yasna would not mean a sacrificial act which
involves the ritual killing of living beings, but a bloodless act of worship.

However, in the last decades of the twentieth century and more recently, the question of
Zoroastrian sacrifice and the correlated notion of the so-called Zoroastrian ‘reform’ has been
reconsidered in the light of an in-depth analysis of the textual stratification of the Avestan corpus,
attesting a complex process of canonization (cf. Panaino 2012). It has been debated whether the so-
called Zoroastrian reform was a real watershed between earlier Indo-Iranian and later Iranian
theological beliefs and ritual practices, due to a single historical figure called Zarathustra, or whether

it was a long process of cultural development, characterized by several step changes leading to, among

Furthermore, I would like to express my utmost gratitude to Prof. Antonio Panaino and Prof. Velizar Zadovski, who generously
offered me significative suggestions and provided me with crucial bibliography for my argumentations. I accept full respon-
sibility for the final version. As far as the passages of Vedic and Avestan texts are concerned, unless otherwise stated, the
translation is mine.

? As regards the historicity and dating of Zarathustra, and the so-called Zoroastrian reform, cf. i.a. Kellens (2002). In particular,
as to the dating of Zarathustra, let us briefly say that, on the one hand, the traditional date of 258 years before Alexander the
Great places him around 600 BCE while, on the other, he may have reasonably lived around 1000 BCE.
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others, the Parsi customs. But above all, close connections between text and ritual have been pointed
out, so that the sacrificial Long Liturgy appears to be the key interpretation of the Avestan itself
(Kellens 2015; Tremblay 2016; Cantera 2020); it must be a modular liturgical system, that is a synthesis
of manifold Avestan traditions (Panaino 2017), whose arrangement is likely resulting from a long
revision process also correlated to the textual canonization: it is ascribable even to the pre-Sasanian
era, but is definitively fixed in the Sasanian Period. And Cantera (2016: 62) goes as far as to claim that:
«The Zoroastrian long liturgy continues an Indo-Iranian tradition: a sacrifice to the gods that is
characterized by an initial pressing and drinking of a stimulating drink, the *sayuma- [Av haoma, OIA
soma-], followed by an animal sacrifice offered to the fire and completed with an office for the fire and
the waters».

In actual fact, the Avestan textual layers allow us to assume that the Long Liturgy not only entailed
a double haoma pressing and drinking, but also oblations of animal meat to the fire (Cantera 2022: 40-
41): this would mean that somehow an animal was slain so that its meat could be offered ritually.

Thus, the question of the animal sacrifice in ancient Zoroastrianism has become a much debated
issue. In fact, references to the killing of animals for ritual purposes are presented in the later
exegetical literature, and hints at oblations of animal flesh are even found in a few Old Avestan texts-
yasnas. Moreover, it is assumable that the ancient ritual traditions that entailed animal sacrifice as a
heritage of the Indo-Iranian culture must have progressively declined, finally being abolished around
the end or even after the fall of the Sasanian Empire, that is around 600-700 CE (De Jong 2002: 130;
Panaino 2020: 160-163). This would mean that a form of ‘animal sacrifice’ was accepted at a certain time
in the Avestan culture, at least inasmuch as it was combined with an extremely solemn ritual act that
was symbolically and spiritually connotated.’ In this perspective, the killed animal was conceived of as
the substitute for the sacrificer himself, and in this way the breath-soul (uruuan-) of the animal, as a
counterpart of the sacrificer’s breath-soul (uruuan-), could ascend to Ahura Mazda (Boyce 1996: 149; De
Jong 2002: 146-147; Panaino 2004; 2020): for example, in Y 26.4 the breath-soul of the cow (gus uruuan-)
is worshipped like the breath-soul of those who have upheld the Order of the Truth (asa-); it recites as

follows:

ida.agaongm. agaoningmca.

ahiimca. daéngmca. baodasca.uruudnamca. frauuagimea. yazamaide.

3 Moreover, the verbal forms of the Avestan root Vyaz- mostly denote a symbolic value, i.e., a bloodless act of worship, rather

than a sacrifice stricto sensu (Hintze 2007: 156ft.).
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_____

youiasai. vaonaro.

gaus. hudanhd. uruuanam. yazamaide. (4)

Here we worship - of the male and female upholders of Order - the living essence (ahu),* the vision-
soul (daéna-), the consciousness, the breath-soul (uruuan-), and the divine soul (frauuasi), [of those]
who have ever won for Order. We worship the breath-soul of the cow that gives good gifts (Skjerve
2007:77, slightly modified).

Similarly, in the Young Avestan Yasts there are a few references to two different kinds of sacrificial rite.
In particular, in the 14™ Yast-hymn, devoted to the mythical warrior figure called Varafrajan, one who
slays the obstacle/the demon Varafra, the rite performed by the daéuua-sacrificers (daeuuaiiaza-) is
mentioned (st. 54). It is worth recalling that the Av term daéuua- corresponds to OIA deva-: in the
parallel Vedic cultural context devas are gods, but in the Avestan one daéuuas are demonized as rivals.

The sacrifice to the daeuuas is a blood sacrifice, as is emphasized in st. 54:

54: adat. uiti. frauuasata varadraynd. ahuradato.
noit. nard. yesniio. vahmiié. gauSca. uruua. dami.dato.
yat. niiram. viiambura. daéuua. masiiaka. daéuuaiiazo.

vohunim. va. tacaiieinti. fraSackam. va. frasicanti

Then, Varadrayna, created by Ahura, proclaimed as follows:

‘The man’s soul (nard. uruuan-) is not to be worshipped nor praised, and neither the cow’s soul (gaus.
uruuan-), created by the holder of the heavenly reins (dami.data-), now that the Vyambura daeuuas,
[and] the men daéuua-sacrificers (daéuuaiiaza-) shed blood and pour out such liquids.’

Therefore, blood sacrifices are a matter for the daéuua-followers, who do not uphold aga- the ‘Order of
the Truth;” on the contrary, the worshippers of Ahura must care for cattle, as is specified in st. 61 of the

same yast:

61: varadraynam. ahuradatam. yazamaide
gauue. amam. gauue. namam.

gauue. ux§am. gauue. varadram.

gauue. xvaradam. gauue. vastram.

gauue. varaziiatgm. tqm. na. xvara9ai. fSuiic.

* As to the value of the Avestan ahu- cf. Kellens (2020).
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We worship Verafrayna, created by Ahura:

[...]

To the cow strength. To the cow reverence.

To the cow speech. To the cow [winning] assault.
To the cow nourishment. To the cow pasture (?).

Let it be performed in honour of the cow: keep cattle for our nourishment.

Here the cow is worshipped and honoured without bloodshed, thus suggesting a symbolic form of
sacrifice, correlated to the cow’s soul and the man’s soul mentioned above, in st. 54. This scenario would
appear to be congruent with the above-mentioned communis opinio: the so-called Zoroastrian reform
would have implied the abolition of the animal sacrifice, in opposition to the bloody daeuua-traditions,
and textual references to such a practice are to be interpreted symbolically.

However, in the later exegetical Pahlavi text entitled Nerangestan (N 47; 54), attributed at least to
the late Sasanian period, it is clearly reported that a flesh oblation to the fire can only be offered (yast
pad zohr) in conjunction with the recitation of one of the oldest Avestan sections, that is the Yasna
Haptayhaiti (‘yasna of the seven chapters’), within the Long Liturgy. Domesticated animals, such as
sheep and cattle, are suitable for this oblation, whereas wild animals had to be caught and domesticated
before being ritually killed. The same exegetical text gives a detailed description of the slaughter of an
animal as a sacrificial victim: the animal is led by the priest pasuuazah- ‘one who leads the sacrificial
animal’ (N 47. 19-24), that is the officiant in charge of killing the animal. Firstly, it is made to stand
facing the fire with its legs bound together, and then its neck is broken with a log of wood, or,
alternatively, it is stunned, and only then is it killed by cutting its throat with a knife.” Therefore, even
though the killing of an animal is not compulsory, the text presents it as an act that is actually
performed and not just a symbolic practice (Cantera 2022: 74). Moreover, according to Cantera’s studies
(2022: 75-77), two different types of yast pad zohr are pictured in the Nérangestan: one type foresees the
slaughter of an animal and the consequent cutting out of a part of its duodenum (gonwad) for the
oblation, and then the gonwad itself is offered to the fire. In this case Cantera (2022: 84) assumes that
the animal is slaughtered outside but very close to the ritual space, and in conjunction with the ritual

performance. The second kind of yast pad zohr envisages just an offering, with no slaughter: in this case

> As to this interpretation of Nérangestan passages and the correlated reconstruction of the sacrificial practices I am referring
to De Jong (2002: 135-140), Panaino (2016), Cantera (2022: 73ff.). Panaino (2020: 125-126) focuses on the figure of the priest

pasuuazah- ‘one who leads the sacrificial animal.’
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the offering is the fat and flesh of an animal, which had been previously slaughtered during another
ritual performance and cooked before the Long Liturgy itself (Cantera 2022: 88).

In any case, flesh oblations to the fire—with or without the actual slaughtering of the animal
during the ceremony—were offered during the central phase of the Long Liturgy, in correspondence
with the beginning of the recitation of the Yasna Haptayhaiti or ‘yasna of the seven chapters’ (Y 35-41),
an old Avestan section in a sort of rhythmic prose: in particular, between the recitation of Y 34 that
closes the first Avestan gatha, and the opening of Y 35, the first of the seven chapters. Thus, in the case
of the gonwad offering, the ritual killing of the animal victim is expected to be performed before the
recitation of Y 35. For example, according to Kellens (2013: 59), the term miiazda- ‘solid ritual food’ in

the third stanza of Y 34 presents an explicit reference to the fresh oblation:

34.3 at. toi. miiazdam. ahurd. namanhd. agaica. dama.
gaéda. vispa. d. x§adroi. ya. vohii. 9raostd. mananha.

aroi.zi. hudanho. vispais. mazda. x$mauuasi. sauuo.

As sacrificial food (miiazda-) for Thee, O Ahura, and for Truth (aga-), we place in reverence all [our]
herds in (Thy) power, (the herds) which one has nourished with good thought. Indeed, the benefit
of a munificent one has been allotted by all among Those such as You, O Wise One (Humbach 1991:
1. 140).

Here the accusative of the term miiazda- is correlated to the accusative gae9a- ‘herd, living being,” and
associated with Ahura Mazda and the dative of Truth-aga; a similar terminological combination is
mentioned in a Young Avestan text, the Afrinagan i Gahanbar 3.6, where the recitation of the fifth stanza

of Y 35 ends with the reference to the ritual food-miiazda-:

huxgadrotamai. baat. xsa9ram. ahmat. hiiat. aibi.
dadamahica.ciSmahica. huugnmahica.
hiiat. mazdai. ahurai. asaica. vahistai”

dato. hé. miiazdo. ratufris.

As far as we are concerned, we offer, assign and impart the rule

to the one whose rule is indeed the very best,

namely the Wise Lord, and to the best Truth (ASa Vahista) (Hintze 2007: 77ft.).
For him the sacrificial food (miiazda-) is established,

that satisfies the correct arrangement of the ritual (ratus-).

24



Kervan - International Journal of Afro-Asiatic Studies 29/Attitudes towards animals in South Asia (2025)

Likewise, the following formulaic expression occurs in the Young Avestan (e.g., Y 7.1 and 7.20, Y 3.1
and 3.20; Y 8.1):
asaiia. dadgmi. xvaraam. miiazdam.

hauruuata. amaratata.

gaus. huda

In compliance with Truth, I offer the solid oblation as the food:

wholeness and immortality, the cow giving good gifts.

Here the solid oblation is correlated to the cow which is hudas, that is ‘giving good gifts;” moreover, in
Y 8.2 men are urged to eat the solid ritual food (xvarata. naré. aétam. miiazdom.: ‘O men, eat this solid
oblation’). Finally, in Y 37.1 Truth-asa, the core term of Zoroastrianism, is directly associated with the

cow-gau-:

Y. 37.1i9a. at. yazamaide. ahuram. mazdgm.
ya. ggmca. afemca. dat.

apasca. dat. uruuarasca. vanuhis,

raocdscd. dat. bimimca.

vispaca. voht.

In this way we now worship the Wise Lord,

who has created the cow and Truth,

(who) has created the waters and the good plants,
(who) has created light and the earth

and all that is good (Hintze 2007: 155).

It is remarkable that in such a cosmogonic list we find a cow and Truth associated in a sort of hendiadys
(gamca. agamca. ‘and cow and Truth’). Moreover, as Sadovski highlights (2023a), we can assume the
existence of a common Indo-Iranian formulaic phraseology, since similar lexicon combinations are also
found in the Rigvedic collection: for example in RV 10.70.2cd the term miyédha- ‘ritual meal, sacrificial
food,” a cognate of the Avestan miiazda-, is mentioned in correlation to the term rtd-‘Truth,” which

etymologically corresponds exactly to the Avestan asa-:

rtdsya pathd ndmasa miyédho devébhyo devdtamah sustidat

along the path of Truth, with reverence the foremost of the gods will
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sweeten the ritual meal (miyédha-)° for the gods (Jamison-Brereton 2014: 1495).

Furthermore, these verses are extracted from one of the so-called Apri hymns, which are recited at
Indo-Aryan animal sacrifices (van den Bosch 1985a; namely 101-102). Therefore, a ritual meal based on
the flesh of bovine and ovine victims in particular was probably quite usual in Indo-Iranian cultural
phases. Later on, with the development of the Avestan culture, this would be integrated into the Long
Liturgy, where it came to be performed without bloodshed in the sacred space and during the
recitation; the meal with blood shed was definitively attributed to the daéuua-followers. And the textual
references to solid oblations, consisting of meat and correlated especially to bovine animals may be
remnants of earlier bloodshedding rituals.

In actual fact, in Yasna Haptanhaiti, namely in Y 39, we find the same expressions naré uruuan and

gau$ uruuan, that is the so-called ‘man’s breath soul” and ‘cow’s breath soul:’

Y 39.1: i9a. dt.1 yazamaide. g3us. uruudnamca. tasanamca.

ahmakang. aat. urund. pasukangmcd. yoi. nd. jijisontt. [...]

In this way we now worship (yazamaidé) the cow’s soul and [her] maker (Ahura);

[we worship] our own souls as well as those of the domestic animals, which desire to gain our
support. [...].

Y 39.2: daitikangmca. aidiiingm. hiiat. uruné. yazamaidé.

asaungm. aat. urund. yazamaide. kudo.zatangmcit. nargmea. ndiringmca. [...]

We worship the souls of the wild animals, insofar they are harmless.

Now we worship the souls of the truthful ones, men and women, whenever they may have been
born. [...] (Hintze 2007: 39-40).

These passages attest the close correlation between the gsus uruuan-‘cow’s breath-soul’ or pasukangm
uruuan- ‘breath-soul of the domestic animals (pasuka-)’ and the sacrificer’s breath-soul, or better, the

breath-soul of those who are asauuan-‘truthful,’ that is endowed with aSa-‘Truth,” the Zoroastrian

¢ OIA miyédha- ‘meal, food’ is quoted 7x in the Rigvedic collection, mostly in ritual contexts, thus meaning ‘sacrificial
meal/food.” As regards its etymology, it is assumable that both the Avestan and the Vedic forms are derivatives of the IIr.
compound *mi(H)as-d"Ha-, where the first constituent may be correlated to IIr. *mdiHas- ‘lust, (physical) enjoyment,’ so that
*mi(H)as-d"Ha- would mean ‘one who/which disposes/sets/makes enjoyment.” As to further interpretations cf. Sadovski
(2023a:15-17). As for the expression rtdsya pathd ‘along the path of Truth, echoing the common formulaic expression devanam
pdthas- ‘path of the gods,’ cf. Schmidt (1973: 33ff.).
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founding principle. According to some scholars (Hintze 2007: 258-259) the reference to gaus uruuan-
‘cow’s breath-soul’ must be connected to the famous ‘Lament of the Cow’ of Y 29, where the very gius
uruuan-‘cow’s breath-soul’ complains that, as a cow, it is a victim of violence and therefore asks the
Ahura Mazda for protection. In particular, the first stanza of Y 29 seems to allude to the very

immolation of the cow, according to Tremblay 2016: 79-80):

Y 29.1: x§maibiid. gaus. uruud. garazda. kahmai. ma. 9farczdum. ka.ma. tasat:
a.mad. aégamo. hazasca. romd. ahisaiia. darasca. tauunisca.

[...].

The soul of the cow complains to You: For whom did You shape me? Who fashioned me?
Wrath and oppression, fury, spite and violence, hold me fettered [...]

(Humbach 1991:1.120).”

This would confirm that, on the one hand, sacrificial violence on domestic animals was well known,
particularly in relation to daéuua-followers: the controversial expression gaus jaidiiai ‘let the ox be
killed’ (Y 32.14) refers to the bloody daéuua-ritual, and in general to those are considered as opponents
of Zoroastrianism.? On the other hand, the followers of Zoroastrianism are told to care for their cattle
and pasture lands: cowherds are the ideal Zoroastrian worshippers, as declared in other Avestan gafas,
such as in Y 31.15, where pasu-‘domestic animal’” and vira-‘man’ constitute a pair of living beings under

the protection of the not-deceiving (a-drujiiant-) cowherd, that is agauuan-‘truthful:”

Y 31.15: parasd. auuat. ya. mainis. ya. draguudité. xSadram. hunditi.
dus.siiaoYanai. ahura. y3. ngit. jiiotim. hanara. vinasti.

vastriiehiid. agnanhd. pasaus. virdatcd. adrujiiantd.

That T ask [you] what the chastisement (maini-) [is for him] who delegates power to the deceitful
one, to the evil-doer, o Ahura, (the one) who does not find a livelihood without injury to cattle and
men of the not- deceiving cowherd (vastriia-) (Humbach 1991: 1. 130, slightly modified).

7 In this sense, the key word is rama-, literally meaning ‘bloodlust, fury; etymologically, it can be correlated to OIA srama-
‘lameness, sickness,” according to Humbach (1991: I1. 208); Tremblay (2016: 80) suggests the meaning ‘étouffement,’ so refer-

ring to the death of the cow by suffocation, typical of the Vedic ritual.

® Humbach (1991: 1. 89) explains it as “a ritual formula, or the beginning of a ritual text, which is recited by the deceitful priest
at the opening of the ceremony of slaughtering the animal, performed in a way which was considered as cruel by Zarathustra.”

Gippert (1998) proposes a different linguistic analysis, but the interpretative context is the same.

® As regards the peculiar value attributed by Zoroastrianism to pastoral milieu, see Schmidt (1975).
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It is therefore assumable that two different trends emerged in the ancient Iranian culture: on the one
hand, sacrificial violence as such was stigmatized, and animal oblations were accepted only if the flesh
used for the oblation came from outside the sacrifice itself. This is what may correspond to the so-
called Zoroastrian reform, that is a long process of cultural change, which culminated in the later
abolition of the animal oblation as such, which came about at the end of the Sasanian Empire. In this
way, animals and human worshippers were mutually equated before Ahura Mazda, inasmuch as they
were both followers of the Truth. In fact, the animal's breath-soul is interpreted as a substitute for the
human worshipper’s breath-soul on the journey to the divine world (Panaino 2004). On the other hand,
rites including the bloody slaughter of animals were still performed: these came to be defined as non-
Zoroastrian rites, or belonging to the so-called daéuua-followers. However, the bloody daéuua-practices
can refer both to rituals belonging to other cultures with which the Iranian one came into contact in
the course of their history, and even to remnants of the common Indo-Iranian ancient background,
preserved by the most conservative fringes of the Iranian clans. This latter hypothesis may be argued

by taking into account of the parallel Indo-Aryan scenario.

2. The Brahmanical yajfia: animal sacrifice, srauta reform and ahimsa- ‘non-violence’

If we consider the Avestan scenario in relation to the Indo-Aryan culture some analogous and
noteworthy dynamics immediately emerge: first of all, the Vedic corpus results from a textual revision
process, beginning with the canonization of the Rigvedic collection by the sacerdotal class, and
promoted in association with the so-called srauta reform, which culminated in Brahmanical ritualism
during the first millennium BCE. This means that one can distinguish between pre- and post-reform
rituals in the Indo-Aryan culture and, similarly we can note that the Avestan collection results from a
process of liturgical revision and canonization, culminating in the so-called Long-Liturgy, which, later
on, led to the stigmatization of the shedding of blood.

Also, whereas the Indo-Aryan pre-srauta ritual was probably closely correlated to the ancient
Indo-Iranian traditions, the srauta ritual implied a Brahmanical reinterpretation of the ancient ritual
heritage that emphasized the formal correctness and complexity of the liturgy: ritual orthopraxis came
to be established and transmitted through Brahmana exegetical texts and ancillary literature.
According to M. Witzel’s studies (1997), such a transformation in the Indo-Aryan culture was originally
set in motion by the Kuru hegemony. Taking into account the fact that this dates back to around
1300/1200-900 BCE, Skjeerve (2003-2004: 37) claims that «the transition period between Old and Young
Avestan periods would coincide with the time of the crystallization and, probably, the canonization of

the Rigveda». Therefore, around the beginning of the first millennium BCE, when the Vedic textual
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revision began to be applied and a new ritual model began to develop, the Avestan repertoire and the
ancient Iranian traditions in the Old Iranian sphere were also undergoing significant changes, which
later culminated in the definition of the Long Liturgy. Moreover, it is remarkable to note that in the
ritual textual tradition of both the cultures—Brahmana texts and sequence of the yasnas—ritual
systematization coincides with the cosmicization of ritual itself: as Sadovski emphasises in his studies
(e.g., 2024), the ritual taxonomy corresponds to the cosmic taxonomy; such a ‘cosmos-rite’ unfolded in
conjunction with the unravelling and modular expansion of the basic somic/homic ritual, operated by
the priestly category, in both the culture.

Nonetheless, in the Indo-Aryan context the term yajfia never assumed the value of a textual
category, but only meant the ritually performed action, both with animal and non-animal oblations."
Finally, the Brahmanical yajfia characterized by bloodless oblations is generally correlated to the
spread of the ideal of non-injury or ahimsa ‘non-violence,” which, as is well known, belonged to the
Sramana background and is proclaimed in the ASokan inscriptions, even though its acceptance within
the Brahmanical milieu is rather ambiguous. In fact, on the one hand, bloodshed as such is considered
ritually impure and hence dangerous, while, on the other, animal oblations are not completely
excluded from the srauta liturgy: a sort of compromise, analogous to the Avestan one, is adopted in the
late Vedic period." In fact, a mechanism of sacrificial substitution was also contemplated in the srauta
ritual: for example, the sacrificer, Prajapati deity, animal and vegetal oblations are inter-changeable
on the basis of chains of equivalences (Smith 1989: 176ft.); in this way even animal sacrifices could be
replaced by vegetable sacrifices, and a bloodless ritual form came to be established. However, in the
very MDS 5.39d it is declared that ‘within the sacrifice slaughter is not slaughter’ (yajfie vadho 'vadhah),

and moreover, in 5.40 and 42, the following is claimed:

osadhyah pasavo vrksas tiryaficah paksinas tathd |

yajiiartham nidhanam praptah prapnuvanty utsrtih punah || 40 ||

esv arthesu pasin himsan vedatattvarthavid dvijah |

atmanam ca pasams caiva gamayaty uttamam gatim || 42 ||

When plants, domestic animals, trees, beasts, and birds die for the sake of a sacrifice, they will in
turn earn superior births. [...] When a twice-born man who knows the true meaning of the Veda

1% As regards the development of the concept of yajna in the Indian culture, see Colas (2006).

! The origin and development of ahimsa- ‘non-violence’ in relation to the Brahmanical culture is widely debated: cf. Tull (1996)
and Houben (1999), with related bibliography.
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kills animals for these purposes, he leads himself and those animals to the highest state (Olivelle
2005: 140).

The death of sacrificial victims, especially animals, is justified or even denied in these dharmic
passages, inasmuch as the sacrificed beings do not die definitively, but reach a superior state. In
particular, in the second dharmic sloka the equivalence between victim and sacrificer is stated, or better
the Self of the sacrificer is equated to the victims, who can both attain the supreme goal by means of
the sacrificial action. Here the Avestan relationship between man'’s soul (naré uruuan-) and a cow’s soul
(g3us uruuan-) appears to be echoed, even though there is no precise linguistic correspondence: atman-
‘Self’ is not etymologically correlated to uruuan- ‘breath-soul,” but semantically they both refer to a
similar idea of vital principle."’

Further enhanced ambiguity regarding animal sacrifice occurs in the more ancient Vedic texts,
where traces of pre-srauta ritual often appear. A few references are found in the Rigvedic family books
(II-vID); for example, RV 6.16.47¢ contains generic phrases such as ‘let the oxen, bulls, and mated cows
be yours, [0 Agni]’ (té te bhavantitksdnah | rsabhdso vasd utd). Nonetheless phrases such as ‘Let your cow-
smiting, man-smiting weapon stay at a distance’ (aré gohd nrhd vadhé vo astu) in RV 7.56.17¢ lexically
recall the expression gaus jaidiiai in Y 32.14, and semantically refer to the close relationship between
men and cattle, expressed in Y 31.15. In fact, men and livestock enjoyed a close relationship in the Indo-
Aryan culture, since the survival of the Indo-Aryan community depended mostly on cattle breeding: in
the proto-Vedic clan-based society the chieftain had to be a good cowherd, and is often portrayed as
bull.” On the other hand, in the later Rigvedic layers, horse sacrifice is referred to in detail: for example,
in RV 1.162 it is clearly a bloody and truculent sacrifice.

Lastly, references to animal sacrifice are found in the so-called Apri hymns which are ten Rigvedic
hymns spread throughout different textual layers of the Rigvedic collection (1.13; 1.142; 1.188; 2.3; 3.4;
5.5; 7.2; 9.5; 10.70; 10.110). However, they all have a common structure and phraseology, and their
stanzas are also mentioned in the Brahmanical text (e.g., Aitareya-Brahmana 2.4) as the accompaniment
to the preliminary offerings (praydja) of the animal sacrifice as a systematized srauta ritual. In fact, the
Srauta ritual implies the animal sacrifice called pasubandha ‘domestic animal bond’ within the

performance of the classical somic liturgy (agnistoma). In this case too, the victim’s limbs were cut off

12 Panaino (2004: 249ff.) proposes that a parallel with the symbolic offering of the uruuan- ‘breath-soul’ of the Avestan sacrifice
can be seen in the atmayajfia- ‘self-sacrifice’ of the Vedic sacrifice.

 The bovine image is relevant in Vedic poetry: Vedic deities such as Indra, Agni, and Soma are recurrently equated to king-
bulls.

30



Kervan - International Journal of Afro-Asiatic Studies 29/Attitudes towards animals in South Asia (2025)

and blood was shed only after the animal had been choked to death, an act that was carried out by a
specific priest called samitf-: thus, there was no real bloody slaughter. The main flesh oblation was the
omentum, and the sacrifice entailed cooking it raw on the samitra-fire. Moreover, just as happens in
the Avestan liturgy, the killing and dismembering of the victim took place outside the sacrificial place,
just on the northern corner, near the catvala."

However, the ritual function of the Rigvedic Apri hymns was much debated by scholars in the last
century (van den Bosch 1985a: 95-97), and more recently the issue has become even more cogent
especially in the light of the definitive recognition of the ritual development from the pre- to the srauta
reform, that is from mere oblation into the fire up to complex liturgical system. But this does not simply
indicate that these hymns are remnants of a form of pre-srauta animal sacrifice and, hence, preserve
traces of Indo-Iranian ritual traditions, or srauta reform textual interpolations, due to the process of
the Brahmanical revision. Neither does it imply that they could have been associated with the animal
sacrifice srauta only secondarily, given that no animal sacrifice is explicitly mentioned in their verses.
In fact, Vanaspati, the cosmic tree or ‘the lord of the forest’ is recurrently mentioned in these stanzas,
which would have led the late Vedic ritual specialists to introduce these stanzas into the section of the
Brahmanical repertoire dealing with the animal sacrifice, inasmuch as the animal to be sacrificed was
firstly bound to the sacrificial pole (yiipa), equated to the Vanaspati-cosmic tree.

In actual fact, according to Proferes (2003a and 2003b), proto-Rigvedic liturgy belonging to
manifold clans was re-arranged during the Kuru hegemony in order to create an ‘ecumenical’ and
supra-clan liturgy. This must have affected the somic liturgy and animal sacrifice, and later on
sacerdotal ritualism would revive both rites as definitive rauta rites. Such an ‘ecumenical’ liturgical
revision was also combined with a similar process applied to clan textual material so that, on the one
hand, clan rites involving the killing of the victim (Schmidt 1973: 35) were re-organized in the name of
Kuru ecumenism while, on the other, poetic repertoires of different lineages, related to this kind of
sacrifice, were distinctively integrated into the Rigvedic collection as family books. Nonetheless, a
direct expression of Kuru hegemony saw the poetic re-arrangement of textual material, merged
especially in the first and tenth Rigvedic books, Atharvavedic hymns and Yajurvedic mantra. The
Rigvedic Apri hymns would represent an intermediate phase that resulted from the Kuru revision
applied to the ritual and textual clan traditions. They can thus mirror the ecumenical effort, while at
the same time retaining traces of the earlier ritual version and preluding the later development into

the $rauta version. For example, in these hymns the figures of the cosmic tree Vanaspati and ritual fire

1 Cf,, e.g., BSS 4.6. As to the rite, cf. also Dumont (1962), and Schwab (1886).
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Agni are frequently combined with the peculiar term: samitf-, which, as the nomen agentis of the root
Véam'- ‘to become tired, to exert oneself,’ literally means ‘one who becomes tired, who fatigues himself’
around the sacrificial victim, performing rites (Thieme 1953), and is the technical appellative for one
who kills the animal, the ‘butcher’ (e.g., RV 3.4.10ab; 7.2.10ab; 10.110.10c). The same term is mentioned
in the Rigvedic hymn devoted to the horse sacrifice, one of the Kuru expressions of ecumenical rituals:
Samity- in RV 1.162.9¢ and 10c refers to the role of butcher-priest, who was responsible for cutting off
the horse’s limbs and offering them as oblations. Finally, it is the core term of the pasubandha as
portrayed in the Brahmana texts, but it also conveys a fundamental semantic shift: Samitf- is one who is
committed to making the victim come to peace with the sacrificial action, that is ‘in agreement’” with
it. In this case the term samitf- euphemistically means ‘one who calms, one who quiets’, interpreted as
nomina agentis of the causative meaning ‘to make peaceful, to appease,’ from the same root véam™." For
example, the later Satapatha-Brahmana (3.8.1.15) prescribes that the victim is suffocated by keeping
close its mouth or by hanging with a noose, so that no blood was shed. In a certain way, the animal is
not really dead and, furthermore, its consent is required: the Brahmanical text uses the causative form

of the root sam-Vjfa- ‘to agree; to be in concord with?’

SBM 3.8.1.15:

tad apigrhya vaiva mukham tamayanti veskam va kurvanti tan naha jahi mdrayeti manusam hi tat
samjfiapayanvagann iti tad dhi devatrd sa yadahanvagann ity etarhi hy esa devan anugacchati tasmad
ahanvagann iti |

Then they suffocate [it], having just closed its mouth, or they make a noose; then (the sacrificer)
does not say ‘Slay it! Make it dead!:” in effect, it [would be suitable for] the human being. Saying as
follows ‘Make it concord [with us]: it has followed [the gods’ path],” this [manner], in actual fact, is
pertaining to the gods. When he says ‘It has followed,’ then, actually, that (sacrificer) has followed
the gods, therefore, he says ‘it has followed.’

Therefore, the animal is not led to its death, but to the gods and it substitutes the sacrificer, in a manner
similar to that outlined in the Avestan liturgy (Panaino 2016: 144-147). Furthermore, choking the
animal is equated to obtaining the animal’s consent: here the role of the samitf- becomes ‘calming the
victim,” given that the animal emits no sound or bellow since it is being choked and its breath is not
expelled from its body. In this way, a form of interiorization of the sacrifice occurs, so that both victim

and sacrificer obtain heaven and immortality (cf. Thite 1970).

15 Cf. Tichy (1995: 38, fn. 39) contra Thieme (1953). As to the ritual role of the samitf- in Yajurvedic, Brahmanical and ancillary
literature, cf. Voegeli (2005).
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Lastly, in Srauta ritualism the animal sacrifice is combined with the agnistoma, the somic rite based
on pressing and drinking séma juice. This point has been especially compared with the sequence of the
Avestan Long Liturgy: Tremblay (2016: 37-38; 66-68) considers the recitation of the Yasna Haptanhditi
section equivalent to a form of praydja, that is the liturgical preliminary to animal sacrifice, as the Apri
hymns are recited at the beginning of the Vedic pasubandha.'* However, also the srauta version of the
agnistoma develops in much the same way as we have seen for the animal sacrifice, emerging from an
elaborated revision of a primordial somic rite, also frequently mentioned by the ancient textual layers
of the Rigvedic collection. Nonetheless, the somic liturgy as attested in the Rigvedic family books is
even further simplified in comparison to the description in the ninth Rigvedic book, which is entirely
devoted to the somic pavamana, the ‘filtering’ of the séma juice. According to Proferes (2003b), this
latter collection of hymns devoted to Soma, both as a deity and sacrificial juice, seems to attest an
ecumenic version of the somic ritual, in compliance with the new cultural model of Kuru hegemony.
This would mean that these Rigvedic somic hymns, like the Apri ones, represent an intermediate stage
in what later will be definitively assumed as the model for the srauta rite. It is noteworthy that at this
stage the somic plant is equated to a bovine being: for example, in RV 9.70.7ab the soma juice is a

terrible bellowing bull:

ruvdti bhimd vrsabhds tavisydya | $fnge $isano hdrini vicaksandh |

The fearsome bull bellows forcefully, sharpening his golden horns, wide-gazing (Jamison-Brereton
2014: 1303).

Likewise, in RV 9.71.9 and 9.74.5 the bellowing Soma-bull is denoted by the derivatives of the root Vrav'-
/ rii- ‘to roar, to bellow’ (Gotd 1987: 265-267). Interestingly, in RV 10.94, which is devoted to the pressing

stones used to extract the somic juice, the third stanza recites as follows:

eté vadanty dvidann and mddhu | ny tinkhayante ddhi pakvd amisi |

vrksdsya $akham arundsya bdpsatas | té sitbharva vrsabhah prém aravisuh || 3 ||

They speak; in this way they found the honey. They growl over the cooked flesh. Gnawing at the
branch of the reddish tree, the gluttonous bulls have bellowed out to it (Jamison-Brereton 2014:
1546).

16 Similarly Sadovski (2023b: 166-168).

33



Paola M. Rossi — From the bellowing cow to the cow’s soul: Remarks on the 0ld Indo-Aryan and Old Iranian animal sacrifice

Here the soma plant is conceived of as ‘cooked’ (pakvd-) amis- ‘raw flesh,” thus referring to the very
miyédha- ‘ritual meal, a cognate of the Avestan miiazda-, mentioned in the Apri hymn 10.72.2.
Moreover, the streams of somic juice are equated to bulls which were literally bellowing-aravisuh: as
an aorist of the Vedic-Sanskrit root Vrav'- / rii- ‘to roar, to bellow’ (Gotd 1987: 265-267), it is employed
to denote animal sounds, and especially, bovine sounds. This Vedic-Sanskrit root is a cognate of Gr
dpvoua ‘to howl, cry,” Lat rimor ‘noise,” and as a derivative of the PIE root *hsreuh ‘to roar, to bellow’ it
is also attested in YA verbal forms such as the YA present participle uruuaté (Yt 14.19). Interestingly,
the Avestan term uruuan-, conventionally translated as breath-soul, is the outcome of the same IIr
phonetic sequence *(H)RuHV- from which uruuant- derives (Cantera 2001: 34-35), which leads one to
wonder whether this is not a mere phonetic coincidence, but a token of a deeper etymological link. In
that case the Avestan cow’s breath-soul would literally be a cow bellowing, the same bellow that, during
the Brahmanical animal sacrifice as standardized in the $rauta ritual, must be retained within the

victim; for example, in the ancillary literature the following is prescribed:

$SS 4.17.11: tam samjfiapayanti praksirasam udakpadam pratyaksirasam vodakpadam aravamanam ||

They make [the animal] consent: it is not bellowing (a-ravamadna-), with its head towards the east
and its feet towards the north, or with its head towards the west and its feet towards the north."”

3. Etymological note

As regards the etymology of the Avestan term uruuan-, it has been suggested that it could be derived
from PIIr *luHan- correlated to the Gr Adw ‘to untie, to loosen:® the ‘soul’ is what is untied from the
corpse or laces of death. However, Kellens, in his essay concerning ancient Iranian eschatology (1995),
suggests that uruuan- may be an -an stem from the same PIIr root *HrauH / HruH- from which the OIA
root Vrav'- / ri- also derives: uruuan- < PIr *ruyan- may be the outcome of the root Plir *HruH- + - *en-,
so meaning ‘roarer.” Such a reconstruction may be congruent with the Vedic hapax ruvanyu- ‘roarer,’
mentioned in RV 1.122.5a:

avo ruvanyim ausijé huvddhyai | ghdseva sdmsam drjunasya ndmse |

prd vah piisné davdna ar | dcha voceya vastitatim agnéh || 5 ||

It is for (Kaksivant), son of Usij [/the fire-priest], to call the “screecher,” the laud, for you as if with
a shout, at the attainment of the silvery one [=soma?]. (Put him [=Pdsan]?) forward for yourselves,

17 Similarly, in BSS 4.6.17.
'8 This hypothesis is by Karl Hoffmann as mentioned by Narten (1986: 248).
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for Plsan to give. I would call here Agni’s assemblage of good ones [=gods] (Jamison-Brereton 2014:
284).

In this complex Rigvedic stanza the term ruvanyu- ‘screecher, roarer, bellower,” as -yu-stem from the
denominative formation ruvanya- meaning ‘to be like *ruvan-roarer, bellower’ (cf. Wackernagel-
Debrunner 1954: 845), is correlated to a terminology (Sdmsa- ‘chanted praise,” ghdsa- ‘shout,” voceya ‘1
would call’ [aorist optative < Vvac- ‘to call, to say’]) that refers to sounding and chanting praise in hon-
our of the gods, especially Agni, during a somic ritual. In such a context, the bovine sound, expressed
through the derivatives of the root Vrav'- / rii-, is recurrently associated with somic juice and fire and,
in this particular case, it is also an attribute of the chanting priest (hétr-). Similarly, in RV 8.96.12 the
injunctive of the denominative formation ruvanya- refers to the singer (jaritf-):

tdd vividdhi ydt ta indro jijosat | stuhf sustutim ndmasa vivasa |

tipa bhiisa jaritar ma ruvanyah | $ravdya vacam kuvid angd védat || 12 ||

Labor at what Indra will enjoy from you. Give as praise a good praise hymn. Seek to entice him here
with reverence. Be attentive, singer. Don’t screech, but make your speech heard. Surely he will take
cognizance (of it)? (Jamison-Brereton 1201).

This stanza invites the singer to do more than just roar/bellow the song of praise in honour of Indra,
asking him to make the sound clearly morphologically discernible as a vdc- ‘word.’ The OIA root Vrav'-
/ ri- ‘to roar, to bellow’ refers both to bovine sounds and the singer’s voice, inasmuch as they are both
noticeably loud and audible." Finally, if it is assumable that *ruvan- is the nominal stem on which the
denominative formation ruvanya- is constructed, it must be the OIA outcome of the Plir * HruH- + -*en-,
that is equivalent to the Avestan uruuan- from PIr *ruyan-. This would mean that the common PIIr * HruH-,
denoting emission of sound breath for both men and cattle, in the Vedic culture developed a meaning
mostly correlated to sonority, whereas in Old Iranian the semantic spectrum related to breath became
prevalent, implying the value of a bodily vital principle, that is the soul.”

4. Conclusions

This brief survey clearly shows that both the Avestan and the Vedic cultures follow similar parallel
paths. Firstly, they are both characterized by a close connection between men and cattle, which may

be inherited from an Indo-Iranian common background, since in the semi-nomadic and pastoral Indo-

' The derivatives of another root, Vhav™- / nii- (< PIE *neu(H)-) ‘to roar, to bellow’—which share not only the meaning but also
the morphological structure of certain verb forms with Vrav'- /rii- (Gotd 1987: 198-199)—are also used to denote the ‘bellowing’
of the men, especially to refer to the shouting of inspired poets (e.g., RV 6.38.3).

**In this sense, the meaning of ‘soul’ is derived from a more literal meaning of ‘breath,’ just like the case of the Greek yvyrj;
cf. Humbach (1956: 76-77).
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Iranian clan-based society, herds were the most valuable possession. The Indo-Iranian chieftain himself
is a sort of ‘pastoral hero,” as documented by the PIE formulaic phrase *uih,ro- peku- + *Vpah,- ‘protector
of men and livestock:” it is echoed in the Avestan expression pasaus. virdatca ‘cattle and men’ of the not-
deceiving cowherd in Y 31.15; similarly, the term OIA virapsin- ‘one who has men and livestock,” a
derivative of virapsd- from *vira-p(a)su- ‘men and livestock,’ is an epithet for Indra,” the chieftain
warrior-cowherd. OIA *ruvan- and OAv uruuan-, as derivatives of the PlIr root *HruH- denoting ‘to
breathe soundly,” appear to be another linguistic trace of this close relationship between men and
bovines: they indicate ‘breath,” both cow-breath and man-breath, especially as exhalation is the loudest
phase of breathing.”

In such an Indo-Iranian scenario, animal sacrifice, particularly of bovines, with the shedding of
blood, must be part of a clan ritual of cooking and sharing food, as an auspicious practice for prosperity.
Later on, around the end of the second millennium and the beginning of the first millennium BCE, the
proto-Indo-Aryan and proto-Iranian cultural branches underwent ritual changes triggered almost in
parallel by the Kuru hegemony on the one hand, and by the settlement of Iranian clans in the Iranian
plateau, on the other. This was a response to a similar need which was to unify clans in the name of
shared ethical values and ecumenical rituals. In fact, the cognates Old-Indo-Aryan rtd- and Avestan aga-
‘Truth,” are the ideological expression of a form of ecumenism: in the former case, a multi-clan society
was developed in the name of a cosmic supra-tribal sovereignty promoted by the Kuru lordship, while
in the latter, the unity of a community was sought under the guidance of the supreme cosmic being
Ahura Mazda.

Moreover, during the Kuru period, bloody animal sacrifices were performed, such as the horse
sacrifice, in continuity with the Indo-Iranian heritage; similarly, it is likely that the Iranian
communities performed animal sacrifices, even though the later Zoroastrianism stigmatized bloodshed
as a ritual peculiarity of the opponents to Ahura Mazda’s followers, that is the daéuua-followers.

Nonetheless, on the one hand, the development of a Vedic priestly class independent of the rulers,
at the behest of the Kuru sovereignty itself, also determines the unfolding of the ritual reform in which
animal sacrifice was preserved, but standardized as illustrated above. On the other hand, the Avestan
liturgy did not exclude the meat oblation, albeit with the limitations described previously, meaning
that the ritual meal of animal flesh is present in both the Old-Indo-Aryan and Old Iranian ritual

performances: manipulation, oblation, consuming and sharing of animal flesh are in different ways

' E.g., RV 3.36.4a; 4.17.20a; 4.20.2¢; 6.22.6d; 6.32.1c; 6.40.2b; etc. Cf. Watkins (1979).

?2 As regards the ritual zoomorphic relationship man-cow, cf. Spano (2024: 179-218).
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components of the Avestan Long Liturgy and the srauta performance of the pasubandha.” In both cases
the slaughter of the animal takes place outside the ritual space, after the animal has been stunned or
choked, that is without bloodshed, as if to reduce the miasmic effects of violent death; moreover, in the
Brahmanical version the victim’s consent is also requested.

Furthermore, in both the Zoroastrian and the Brahmanical traditions the death of the animal is
justified as a ritual substitution and associated with a process of ritual interiorization. In fact, the
sacrificer comes to be equated to the sacrificed victim, inasmuch as the sacrificer’s breath-voice and
the animal’s breath-bellowing correspond; in this way the death of the animal coincides with the death
of the sacrificer, at least symbolically, and the sacrificial violence is turned into an eschatological
journey for the victim-sacrificer. Such an identity is emphasized by the way in which the victim loses
its life: the sounds of its breath are blocked either because the stunned animal no longer emits any
sound or because the suffocated animal no longer emits breath; in both cases, the animal's sonorous
breath is integrated into the sacrificer's breath and the sound of his liturgical recitation.

Lastly, it is difficult to establish the extent to which the sramana movement influenced and
increased the non-violent tendencies more or less inherent in Brahmanical ritualism, and also to
evaluate the impact of such cultural tendencies on the development of the Zoroastrianism and vice

versa. However, speculations on sound and breath were fundamental in the sramana milieu.
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