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his special issue contributes to expanding the study of esoterici-

sm and spirituality beyond the borders of the Western frame by
examining the interplay between Zoroastrianism and esotericism.
For many years, esotericism has been considered as a Western phe-
nomenon diffused globally in the modern era.! In the last decade, this
perspective has been challenged by global historical and postcolonial
approaches? and by the growth of research on esotericism beyond the
West: in the Afro-American,® South American,* South Asian,’ and
Islamic contexts.®

This largely artificial separation was due to several factors. One
was the lack of a global and postcolonial perspective in the study
of esotericism which limited the focus to Europe, downplaying the
crucial role of Non-Western actors in the development of their glo-
bal interlocutors and counterparts as did the Theosophical Society and
Aleister Crowley.” Another reason was probably the construction of
knowledge in area studies, such as Zoroastrian studies, mainly focused
on religious institutions with a text-based approach, which might have
backgrounded more porous and hybridised phenomena such as spiri-
tuality, esotericism, and mysticism.

With this special issue, we do not intend to offer definitive defini-
tions of Zoroastrianism or esotericism, but to explore two intertwined
readings. On the one hand, describing the cultural transfers between
global esoteric actors and Zoroastrianism, our authors studied the ne-
gotiations and appropriations, but also re-imaginations (see the articles
of Rose, Eckerstrom, and Tessmann, and the heterography).® On the
other hand, Zoroastrianism can be read through the lenses of esoteric
studies (see the articles of Errichiello, Panaino, and Maurer). Both the-
se readings imply a significant effort of transability among disciplines
(philology, history, socio-anthropology) and among cultures and lan-
guages. This is important because it contributes to challenging our re-
adymade narratives about modernity, society, East-West binaries, whi-
ch limit our understandings of said phenomena.’ This epistemological
and methodological dialogue is precisely at the heart of the Centre of
Comparative Studies of Civilizations and Spiritualties and its journal
Religiographies.

Is There a Zoroastrian Esotericism?

Can Zoroastrian esotericism exist as a field of research? This is the
main question that has inspired the edition of this special issue. The
works of scholars who have explored esotericism in the context of the
Zoroastrian religion, from antiquity to modernity, are scant, and often
rely on historiographical models that privilege Western diffusionism
and monodirectional cultural transfers, tending to marginalise the
agency of Zoroastrians in the making of esotericism.

Through philological analysis, Gherardo Gnoli, the doyen of Ira-
nian studies in Italy, proposed to interpret the Avestan term maga- as
a state of trance actively pursued by Zoroastrian priests in ritual per-
formance. In this vein, Antonio Panaino has significantly contributed
to research on ritual symbolism by studying its inherent cosmological
correspondences and priestly initiation.!® Cogent publications by Pa-
naino further advanced research on the esoteric aspects of the figures
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of the Magi and the Zoroastrian high priest of the third century, CE
Kerdir, and his heavenly journey." Antonio Panaino and Simon De-
schamps also shed light on the Parsis and their engagement with and
support for Freemasonry.'> Shaul Shaked and Joseph Naveh exami-
ned the presence of Zoroastrian elements in Aramaic magic amulets,
bowls, and incantations from Late Antiquity.”* Henry Corbin’s inter-
pretation of the relationship between Zoroastrian thought and Islamic
esotericism suggested a significant impact of the Persian religion on
Islam."

Corbin’s contributions have been criticised for the emphatic re-
presentation of esotericism in Shi‘ism without adequate consideration
of the social context. The lack of attention paid to the wider social
domain and the tendency to look at esotericism and Zoroastrianism in
isolation from broader debates is also a characteristic of the scholar-
ship we discuss here. Aside from some exceptions, philological appro-
aches and concerns significantly inform the works on esotericism and
Zoroastrianism cited above. While the related findings have allowed
us to consolidate a valuable scholarly tradition centred on textual stu-
dies since the eighteenth century, this approach has also reinforced the
boundaries of a form of production that often struggles to go beyond
the text and the ritual space and engage with broader questions of so-
cial meaning and embeddedness.

The contributions that attempted to answer the question of esote-
ricism in Zoroastrianism in a more direct way are those of Shaul Sha-
ked and James R. Russell. Shaked examined the question of whether
elements of secrecy were attested in Sasanian religious literature. Such
a characteristic element of Zoroastrian scriptures of Late Antiquity
has also been explored more recently by Arash Zeini, who suggested
that priests strategically used secrecy to regulate the dissemination of
religious knowledge."* By contrast, Russell examined the presence of
themes associated with non-ordinary experiences, acquisition of spe-
cial knowledge, and emotional fulfilment.'* However, both Shaked and
Russell perform a sort of assessment vis-a-vis an idea of esotericism
informed by the way Western esotericism was and is still largely con-
ceptualised. Recent contributions by John Hinnells, Philip Kreyen-
broek, Jesse Palsetia, Michael Stausberg, and Anna Tessmann!” have
advanced our understanding of esoteric currents in modern and con-
temporary Zoroastrianism.

In light of the academic landscape briefly summarised here, this
special issue emphasises the way individuals understand, experience,
celebrate, and make sense of esotericism in the context of Zoroastria-
nism.

Synopsis
The articles of this special issue span from ancient to contemporary ti-
mes and engage with a multiplicity of sources through diverse metho-
dological approaches. They contribute to the study of the textual, di-
scursive, and social dimensions of Zoroastrianism, and propose novel
and original perspectives to advance research on esotericism.

The first article of this special issue is a thorough survey of key
esoteric themes in Zoroastrianism by Antonio Panaino. Through fo-
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cusing on the performative dimension of the Zoroastrian liturgy, he
discusses the initiatory character of the knowledge acquired by Zo-
roastrian priests, who perform rituals to access the sacred and main-
tain the cosmic order (asa). Through the analysis of the liminal role
assumed by ritual enactments and symbolism, Panaino sheds light on
the liturgical correspondences between the material and the spiritual
world, introducing the concept of “ritual mimesis” to describe the spi-
ritual synthesis generated by the symbolic ascension of humans to the
supramundane realm and the corresponding descent of divinities to
this world. Observations on the spiritual vision of Kerdir, historical
remarks about the representation of the Magi in Western esotericism’s
narratives, and reflections about Parsis and Freemasonry greatly enri-
ch this contribution.

The first part of the article of Moritz Maurer examines Middle
Persian narratives centred on the attainment of revelatory knowled-
ge using ritual performance. The findings of the textual analysis and
reflections on discourses of mediality lead the author to conceptualise
“ritualistic knowledge claims™ as a reconciliation between revelation
and transmission of knowledge. The second part of the article delves
into the references to Zoroastrianism in the development of Traditiona-
lism and its heterogeneous esoteric discourses. Maurer’s engagement
with the question of Zoroastrian esotericism through the analysis of
pre-modern and modern sources suggests the fallibility of strictly for-
mulating esotericism as a bounded category, a limitation to be over-
come by looking at the historical complexity and the intertwining of
discourses.

The contribution of Jenny Rose explores the image of Zarathustra
as constructed by the members of the Transcendental Club in Mas-
sachusetts in the second half of the nineteenth century. The author
scrutinises the way Ralph Waldo Emerson, Amos Bronson Alcott, and
Henry David Thoreau appropriated the figure of the prophet of Zoro-
astrianism as a model of enlightened thought for their intellectual and
spiritual endeavours. By examining the intellectual exchanges and the
literary production of the American Transcendentalists, Rose shows
how the reception, interpretation, and re-arrangement of the abadr text
known as the Dasatir significantly participated in the romanticisation
of the figure of Zarathustra. Such a teleological orientation of the Ame-
rican Transcendentalists is analysed by Rose in the light of Emerson’s
broader understanding of humanity and Christianity.

The contribution of Mariano Errichiello (one of our co-editors)
moves to modern India, where esotericism emerged in the context of
Parsis’ politics of authenticity at the turn of the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries. The author interweaves archival research and the voi-
ces of contemporary Parsis who actively participate in the activities of
Freemasonry, the Theosophical Society, and the Parsi esoteric group
known as I/me ksnum. The scrutiny of how these organisations deve-
loped in India, Parsis’ role in their formation and management, and the
entanglements between the Western and Persianate worlds situates the
Parsis’ construction of “modern” Zoroastrianism in global religious
history. By adopting an interdisciplinary approach and singling out the
meaning conferred by some research participants to the term “esote-
ricism,” Errichiello advances a formulation of Parsi esotericism as an
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expression of the hermeneutical polyphony that emerged in colonial
times and reflects on its ontological implications.

Anna Tessmann combines anthropological methods and discourse
analysis to examine Zoroastrian communities in the post-Soviet space.
In particular, the author focuses on the community of St Petersburg.
Tessmann proposes an overview of key themes and concepts in the
study of esotericism and scrutinises the scholarly trajectory that cha-
racterises the study of Zoroastrianism. By holding esotericism as a
discursive analytical unit, the author contextualises the emergence of
post-Soviet Zoroastrian communities and places them in their socio-
cultural milieu. Tessmann brings her research findings into dialogue
with broader trends of alternative modernities, such as the New Age
movement and the practice of astrology. The article concludes with a
critical analysis of the possibility of establishing Zoroastrian esoterici-
sm as a field of research in its own right.

The article of Pasqualina Eckerstrom delves into music, esotericism,
and politics. It looks at Zoroastrian esoteric elements as a source of
inspiration for the composition of Black metal music by two Iranian
refugees in Europe. This contribution examines how the combination
of music and esotericism, together with a fascination for Zoroastriani-
sm as a pre-Islamic religion, become an assertion of opposition to the
social norms imposed by the Islamic Republic in Iran. Eckerstrom’s
methodology, based on narrative interviews, brings to light the emic
perspective of two artists who hold Black metal as a sacred form of
expression. By engaging with scholarship on esotericism, religion, and
popular culture, the author shows how music revives spiritual heritage
and grants individual agency in defiance of coercive societal norma-
tivism.

In the heterography section, dedicated to artists, we publish the vi-
sual experiment “Zoroaster Superstar” by the creative duo ARTOLDO
(Sara Ferro & Chris Weil). This work is a virtual reality show, based
on a jaunty representation of Zarathustra and his pop-cultural reincar-
nations, such as David Bowie, Freddy Mercury, and Casanova. This
work is based on a stream of consciousness, braiding both historical
and fictional Zoroastrian references in popular culture.

Reflections on Future Avenues of Inquiry
The editors realised that, through the contributions of these articles, the
authors looked at Zoroastrian communities and esoteric elements of
Zoroastrianism from different points of view, raising the question of
what being a Zoroastrian means and what adhering to Zoroastrianism
implies. Do the esoteric themes of the Zoroastrian liturgy examined
by Panaino make sense for those diasporic communities that do not
practise in fire temples? Does the astrology practised by post-Soviet
Zoroastrians relate to the divinatory use Parsis made of the Zoroa-
strian text known as the Jamaspi?'® To what extent does the romantic
representation of Zoroastrianism advanced by the American Transcen-
dentalists echo the revivalism of pre-Islamic Iran by Black metal mu-
sicians?

Although the articles published here show that the way individuals
self-identify as Zoroastrians, understand Zoroastrianism, or practise or
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celebrate their religion or heritage is context-bound, the forms of eso-
tericism with which the authors engage retain some common traits,
turning it into a floating! concept. The use of the term “floating” is
inspired by the work of the political theorist and philosopher Ernesto
Laclau (1935-2014) who adopted it to qualify a signifier (i.e., a floating
signifier) whose semiotic arrangement enables subjects to construct
meaning by using a given concept in different contexts and, in this
way, preserving its semantic function. Though inspired by it, our con-
ceptualisation differs from Julian Strube’s classification of esotericism
as an “empty signifier” inasmuch as we identified the presence of sha-
red elements in the different articulations of Zoroastrian esotericism.?’
A floating signifier differs from an empty signifier since the concep-
tual boundaries and functions of the latter can vary according to the
context, and its semantic value tends to dilute or be diluted. Such a
heterogeneous landscape cautions us against conceptualising “Zoroa-
strian esotericism” as a fixed and bounded category that is universally
applicable. However, the findings of this special issue do not impede
the identification of those common characteristics that inform such a
floatability of esotericism.

From an epistemological point of view, the articles of Panaino
and Maurer bring to the fore the relational role that esotericism plays
between the subject and the object of knowledge. The concepts of “ri-
tual mimesis” and “revelatory knowledge claims” are informed by a
characteristic liturgical and social intermediation. Instead, Rose and
Eckerstrom look at esotericism as an enabler of representations of Zo-
roastrianism, at times romanticised, at times revivalist. In this vein,
Errichiello holds Parsi esotericism as a hermeneutical enterprise where
the same object of knowledge can be interpreted in a variety of forms
by different subjects. Tessmann then reflects on esotericism as an ele-
ment that mediates the formation of new identities in the post-Soviet
era. It is thus evident that “mediality” intended as the condition of
mediating between different meanings, disparate representations, and
distinctive identities emerges as an epistemological constituent of all
forms of esotericism discussed in this special issue.

Common to all the contributions of this special issue is the perfor-
mativity of esotericism as a social practice. Esotericism sets the pace
for identity transitions among post-Soviet Zoroastrians and informs
beliefs, practices, and urbanisation of modern Parsis. It enables Mid-
dle Persian theologians, American Transcendentalists, and Traditio-
nalists to gain spiritual legitimacy in their communities. Esotericism
also allows Iranian refugees to articulate their political antinomy and
Zoroastrian priests to (re-)establish societal order in line with their mo-
dernist understandings of pre-modern Zoroastrian cosmologies.

The findings of this publication encourage the editors to concep-
tualise esotericism as a floating heuristic characterised by epistemolo-
gical mediality and social performativity. We find it useful to qualify a
category such as “Zoroastrian” only when this category is contextualised.
In fact, Zoroastrianism, like all religions, is subject to a plurality of
interpretations and a high semantic variability according to period and
geography. Further research on the variety of expressions of esoterici-
sm that can be qualified as “Zoroastrian” is called for in that it triggers
reflections on the more fundamental question: What is Zoroastrianism?
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