b0be gsgmdsdzogemo
Nino Gagoshashvili

by Feaos Glb0r539¢0b bsbgermBol Fs60e9¢n0 ¢rodg®sdeitrol oblbdodoido
TSU Shota Rustaveli Institute of Georgian Literature

Women in Christian and Mazdean Canonical Traditions
(5th century)

5¢00 JOoLEGH0d 5 0 S 56mbo
@0 JHobHoBYE @3 30 39bmbog®
GM503090d0 (V' 1.)

DOL: https://doi.org/10.62119/1r.45.2025.9949

Jocwobs s 353535308 09bslHim®mMdL, GMmIgeois sMgdHolEo-
3690 1sdgoMMbM3zoL LEOWOSE sbowo s Mabm 3mbi3gxnEos 0ym,
»099056030L §09930L g0 930BMEL 353800 Yds. 5 33000bYMdM,
60d JOHobGosbo 356MLJ9b 3o@H0sbdo, mogolo FgMweol, 8m3sbozolysb,
ROMS© 09GOl J5BEYIBMBSL s FgMg LG 29dMombmal ,,B356-
bons 99x30Lsg06%. ,8m8s6030L o99d0L“ Jomomemo Ggdu@olb dobggzom,
b ,»EME0" 90dwgds Yma30woym B3s®lgmol dggz3ol sbvyero, Ledbwyeo
35600560 — LoYMO, bmwm 3M3gwo LemdbYOo 39OGLo0m — MZ0M
3560g9bols Joerodzoo.

dmbdmdowwo BMad G0 HoMImImdL Msdgbody 9608369 mg6
3000b3z0L: M5 5PO0W0 93535 Jol JMOLEH0BbMBSLS S FoBEYIbMdST0?
5MLgdMBS 019 565 53 MYEXP0Q09dTd0 FMOZ9(3ME06MBS? s0T390MPY
099 365 LOLbEEOL 5MYG357 MVl BOJOMdPS V Lsm3mbols JoGmeol mGmo
3053500 ©H9oa00l 356mbozm®mo (oabgdo — oo bxmwolb 356mbo”
Q5 939V = 50 Lo 30MbgdBY?

3H5009, 4390 GgduBHo 93530609 ME0s MO TbMEPMO M30L0
93mdob, 50589 HombrIemol oMb, Moo ME® YY) 3MWEHIOYIED-
9B09G036 5BMHM36905Lm0b. 5J9b A9dMBObsMY, 33eg30L dobsbo,
39965¢0BgL Joeols LMoo, Moo WOmO s BTSOMNMIIMHO30
9 M356m9M0dd V 13960l JoOmedo s 35bIbo gog3gL P39gb JogH ©ol-
0@ 300b330L, 93mggdobs s INWAHYONO 3mbAIFuHYOOLYSE dmfy-

39300 396 356bMmM 309w gds.
DMOMLEGHOHOBIoL 393500 [oabol, ,939uGoL", 39bmbms sbsgrobo

335839693L, GMI B MIGBOS Mogz0l F9ddoM0@E d09I3MIOL, 35:390L
0] Joegdl, na gona va -b, s6v9) MIBILHMOL MfmEgdl, JobGsbms Jme-
$0b9gds dmbmysd0Mms 0mM3gds, 39¢3)JAMMHONIS 030Md5E9ds MK sbob

29


https://doi.org/10.62119/lr.45.2025.9949

399965 65079390 FmMOL @S 5. 8. ™IS Fgbgdo sEBds®» 0MHV39MES 30-
©93 96 @OMMs gobdogwrmdsdo bgs 0bEHgM36M9ES3E000 3M(39IIMS.
505L 5Q3LEHMMYOL 9. . 00MdMBEHOL LodsMmErol 3mogduo (VIIIL.), Gemd-
oL 0b5bToI(3, BIMOVMIMIBHOS ,095P39698 ©IILMSD, OLESE s
S m9b JgegdoL Hglbol 99dmmgdolomgols™.

959996Mmd580 Abgoglio ool sGLGdIMdS 30390 bLemdbOo Mgsd-
300U 533 MMOBIMZ0U, BYZ35MIPM, (36Mmdoo MbEs ymxzowoym, mwmad-
3o 9O3 DBoMvmMIBHMILS @S 39MLJgbols dgbobgd Fgdm®mBgboo 0bgm®-
35309, 9ME 3030sbdol LolGHOgo 8bgds 0 3MWOEBHO3IMMO o3 9bg-
doLodo LHMSR3s 56 0derggzs 0ol 83303900L Loggmdzgerl, HMA 35MBJ-
Bols Boge B19E0y00L (330 gds 153MIMO Jo0d30¢0l M Jge-
0358 9993930060 9L (AglodEgdgaos gi 0bxM®As30s sMIgbmBoE
A9609630ss3 dogobbomm).

MO 19330 90Mm@s ALRS3L 3MHMdGIgOL JOHOLEL 93eglos?
JO0LEGH056M0S JoEols s 358535308 M9BILHMOMIOL J5s290L s VZMOL
§0b509 B0 3565056 OMBYOSL 5©05MGBL. gl BHogegds 50LIbS ALMBWOM
Q5 5QA0MIM03 Bsg3erglom 30)909dbg 993w9dsg90me Ls3obmbIgdem
Bm®39ddo, @I gdoE Fgbwyeros ,0E bxErol3obmbdo®. 53539 3obmbg-
000 9353605 033Mds 3MWJIOHWO VIS0, FMOZIWEME06MBY, sb-
5 JMdO gmamboms 333wgermdols 300dGH03s, Lobberols s®mggs (3sy.
B0 OEOL 67-9 396Mbo) s bbg. sBY3g FgEs® LLobEHgMglm (36MdYBL
3390300L 356Mmbgdo Jogrms dgliobgd, MMdgwmsg Bog3wgbm LsBsMMSEO
»P9999@9dL", ,9H9Mge Habb“ MHmgdL s doeom 396MbMS Mebslifjm-
5 53bogdL.

A9JuGHOLS s F5BPYIBMM-JHOLE0BMEo 35b6mbozMMo GHEMowoiso-
ol 565¢00B0 5sLEMMJOL, MM V bym3960L JoGomedo dbmzdgd JOol-
G056 Joemms LEBMYPSOMIIM0Z S MYORO0E YmBIHBY XJO 300093 IO~
9605 FoOHoMmMOOL 03w9bs, MmMIiss bger-bgws 93300MHGdS JMOLEO-
bmo  3bmzcmgdol oo s Bsdsmmmgdmogo bm®dgdo, GMIwgdos
9300690000 Dma09M® F5HY6O 356MmbBY3 s0LIbY.

Us33560m bodg3900: Us3356000 boBdg3980: Jocwo, 356mbo, 939G,
AMOOE0S, 3530MYMOR0S
Keywords: woman, canon, Avesta, tradition, hagiography

30



For centuries, Georgia maintained a polytheistic tradition. Pagan gods
were worshipped, although earlier there had been a recognition of a Creator
God, who, over time, was forgotten as people turned to the worship of the
sun, the moon, and the five shining stars (See The Life of Kartli, 1955, p. 11).
In other words, they came to venerate the created rather than the Creator.

After the decline of pagan cults, the Iranian religion of Mazdaism gai-
ned an important place in Kartli. Its followers worshipped a single invisible
god — Ahura Mazda — whose personification was fire. In addition to fire,
Mazdaists also revered other elements: air, water and earth. The widespread
influence of this religion in Georgia is confirmed by the life and words of
Saint Nino, the Enlightener of the Georgians: ,/ saw a nation serving fire,
and I wept because of their fire worship and their error” (Shatberdi Collec-
tion, 1979, p. 334). Apparently, Zoroastrianism found fertile ground among
Georgian beliefs due to its similarities with earlier ancestral faiths, particu-
larly the worship of astral deities and the forces of nature. It should also be
noted that ,the Georgian national faith initially offered strong resistance to
Mazdaism “(Japaridze, 2012, p. 83).

For the pre-Christian pagan world, it was difficult to accept the new
faith — Christianity — or to adapt to its beliefs, canons, forms of worship, and
way of life. This resistance was largely shaped by cultural and historical
contexts that clashed with Christian values. Each faith and its canons shape
the traditions and way of life of its followers. Accordingly, this study exa-
mines the distinctive features of the transitional period from paganism to
Christianity, focusing on traditions reflected in both Mazdean and Christian
practices, as captured in Georgian hagiographic literature, particularly in the
Martyrdom of Shushanik. This issue is analyzed against the backdrop of two
different genres — hagiography and canonical tradition. A comparative ana-
lysis of the cultures, historical contexts, and traditions under consideration,
supported by a historical-literary approach and historical overview, helps to
illuminate several aspects concerning the place and role of women in two
distinct religions: Zoroastrianism and Christianity.

The pre-Christian pagan societies found it difficult to accept the new
faith — Christianity — or to adapt to its beliefs, canons, forms of worship, and
the lifestyle of its adherents. This resistance was largely shaped by the cultu-
ral and historical values that Christianity directly challenged. Christianity
proclaimed the fundamental equality of men and women, based on the doc-
trine of humanity's creation in the image and likeness of God, the possibility
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of human deification, and the salvation of the human race. However, it is
evident that in its earliest centuries, Christianity struggled to fully realize
this ideal, especially since the Christian understanding of womanhood
differed significantly from prevailing social norms.

The surviving pagan sources, which shed light on the rights and duties
of women in the pre-Christian era, focus primarily on marriage, loyalty to
husbands, childbearing and rearing, family life, the model of the "good
wife," and the woman's role in daily life. In contrast, Christian sources pro-
vide a broader perspective, highlighting Christian women who, alongside
their traditional responsibilities, also played significant roles in the spread of
the faith and in public life.

The situation of women was shaped, to a certain extent, by political
interests; much depended on the rulers, the ideology of the conquering po-
wers, and broader sociopolitical factors. This was especially evident during
the early stages of Christianity. Pagan philosophers of the Greco-Roman
world often portrayed women as inherently flawed, asserting that their na-
ture predisposed them to serve any cult — including Christianity — without
discernment. Women were labeled as , believers®, naive, and incapable of dis-
tinguishing between false cults and traditional values (http://library.church.ge).
Such gender-based arguments were commonly used to undermine the cre-
dibility of the emerging Christian faith.

It is important to note that many foundational theological ideas regar-
ding the nature and purpose of women, developed by the Christian Church
in its earliest period, as well as the obstacles it faced, found full expression in
Georgian reality. These developments are reflected in Georgian historical
writings, most notably in the fifth-century hagiographic work The
Martyrdom of Shushanik. Since every literary work is connected with the
mythological, religious, and aesthetic thinking of its own time — as well as its
historical background — this ancient monument must be analyzed within
that broader context.

One particularly interesting episode is found in 7The Martyrdom of
Shushanik: according to the Georgian version, Varsken, the Christian satrap
of Kartli, renounces the true God and becomes a fire-worshipper. In an
effort to further please the Persian king, he "asked the king for a wife."
According to the Georgian text, the woman he requested was the king’s
daughter (I 29-32), whereas in the Armenian version, she is identified as the
king’s mother-in-law (I 36) (The Martyrdom of Shushanik 1938: 39). Ano-

32



ther extended Armenian version goes even further, claiming that Varsken
changed his religion in order to marry his own daughter (for a detailed dis-
cussion, see Garakanidze, 2018, pp.89-96). According to this version, Vars-
ken, whether out of fear or of his own volition, embraced the Mazdean faith
to pursue the marriage. Saint Shushanik, refusing to condone his apostasy,
denounced him and entrusted his evil deed to God's justice (The Martyrdom
of Shushanik 1964, p. 50).

The same episode reveals that Varsken, without consulting his lawful
wife and children, promised the Persian king that he would compel them to
convert to Zoroastrianism. Other parts of the text further highlight Vars-
ken’s despotic and cruel behavior, both toward Shushanik and the clergy,
whom he abused without mercy. For this reason, Shushanik believed that
justice could not be achieved in this life; she expressed her hope to find
equality only in the afterlife, ,where there is no distinction between man
and woman“ (The Martyrdom of Shushanik, 1964, p.41).

These fragments from Shushanik’s martyrdom raise important ques-
tions: What role did women occupy in Mazdean society? Did polygamy
exist? Was incest permitted? How did fifth-century Kartli, where Mazdean
influence was significant, confront these challenges, and what stance did the
Christian Church and its canons take on these matters?

In order to answer these questions, it is necessary to turn to the
"Avestan" traditions. It is noteworthy that the sacred Zoroastrian texts con-
tain far more ritual prescriptions concerning women than men. The Avesta
outlines the mandatory norms of Mazdean behavior, addresses in detail
issues related to traditions and rituals, emphasizes the respect accorded to
women, discusses their roles and rights in both society and the household,
and elaborates on conjugal duties, the sanctity and inviolability of the
family, marriage regulations, rules of divorce, and related matters.

The Avesta presents the family, headed by a man, as the foundation of
social relations; however, this did not diminish the role of women in the fa-
mily or society, nor did it restrict their freedom of choice. This is confirmed
by later sources as well. In the Gathas of the Avesta, Zoroaster refers to his
true followers — both male and female — as ni goni v3, meaning equals
(https://lib.kunstkamera.ru).

The 12% Fragard (chapter) of the Videvdat (Law Against Evil) outlines
mourning practices, emphasizing that individuals are distinguished not by
gender but by the merits they have earned during their lives. The number of

33



mourning days is identical for both women and men, and the terminology
used to express mourning is the same. This equality in mourning practices
implied that their bodies were considered equally pure in life and equally
impure after death (https:/lib.kunstkamera.ru). From a ritual perspective,
such an attitude suggests a recognition of gender equality within Mazdeanism.
However, the question remains: how was this reflected in everyday life?

It is worth noting that during the Achaemenid era (558-330 BC), the
status of women was considerably better. Women occupied a prominent pla-
ce in the spiritual sphere: they served in temples, acted as priestesses of va-
rious religious cults, and in the esoteric branch of Zoroastrianism known as
Zarvanism, they even held the highest ranks. Women could also participate
in secular affairs; for instance, there were “Arsharars” — overseers who ruled
over large groups of women, children, and men.

In contrast, during the Sasanian period (3*-7® centuries AD), many
practices changed. While Orthodox Zoroastrians allowed women to pray in
the temple, they no longer permitted them to perform religious services or
to exercise authority in governance. Nevertheless, women from the higher
social classes retained many rights (https://www.parstimes.com).

Regarding polygamy, the Avesta indicates that Mazdean marriages
were generally monogamous. However, there were cases where a Zoroast-
rian believer could take a second (and occasionally a third) wife, typically if
the first wife had not borne a child after seven years of marriage. Importan-
tly, under the marriage laws, a husband could not take a second wife wi-
thout the consent of the first. It is possible that this tradition was also influ-
enced by accounts suggesting that the prophet Zoroaster himself was
married three times (Doroshenko, 1982, p. 80).

As for incestuous relationships, the Avesta firmly prohibited marriage
between close relatives, emphasizing the importance of maintaining the pu-
rity of bloodlines (Nurullaeva). However, it appears that in practice, such
unions sometimes occurred. After the Avesta, one of the most important
legal texts for the Mazdeans was the so-called Code of Law of Ishobokht (8™
century), which remained relatively authoritative (showing clear influences
from the Sasanian Book of a Thousand Rulings). This code discusses per-
missible marriage ties and kinship restrictions. Notably, Zoroastrians later
sought to regulate such problematic issues in accordance with Christian
norms. According to the Code of Ishobokht, it was asserted that ,,Zarathustra
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himself had sanctioned marriages between a man and his mother, sister, or
daughter” (Gamsakhurdia, 1995, pp. 58-59).

It can be assumed that the Armenian version of the Martyrdom of
Shushanik drew on similar sources when it portrayed the satrap’s unspoken
behavior as the cause of the conflict between Shushanik and Varsken. This
detail is found only in the more extensive Armenian recension of the Mar-
tyrdom, and even then, only in certain manuscripts. The longer Georgian
version of the Martyrdom does not mention this episode. Therefore, when
the Armenian short version alludes to it, it is evidently borrowing from the
Armenian extensive text. As I. Abuladze explains, ,this information appears
in only one manuscript tradition of the Armenian extensive version, while
another manuscript omits it entirely” (Martyrdom of Shushanik, 1938, p. 22).

Although Varsken is portrayed as a cruel and treacherous figure — an
image supported by historical accounts — this does not warrant the conclu-
sion that his conversion to Mazdeanism was linked to the marriage of his
own daughter. Furthermore, it is possible that this episode, included only in
certain Armenian versions, reflects an Armenophile interpolation, particula-
rly given the presence of similar tendencies in early Georgian written sources.

The characterization of Varsken is reminiscent of an episode from the
introduction to the Life of Kartli, specifically chapter 2 of the Life of Kings,
which recounts the destruction of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar and the
migration of Jewish refugees to Kartli. It was during this time, we are told,
that "the Georgians adopted the most evil law, disregarding kinship in
matters of marriage" (Life of Kartli, 1955, pp. 1, 16). In scholarly literature,
this section of the Life of Kartli, and the Life of Kings more broadly, is
considered to reflect Armenophile tendencies. Consequently, it cannot be
treated as reliable evidence that such practices actually occurred in Kartli —
or, in this particular case, in the village of Tsurtavi.

How did Christianity deal with such problems? Christianity was faced
with a pagan heritage that it had to replace or temporarily adapt to. The
Church fought for centuries to establish Christian ideals, convening ecume-
nical and local councils whose legal decrees were adopted by the entire
Church. These laws strictly prohibited incest, adultery, polygamy, the
practice of killing newborn girls, divorce, and similar offenses.

In the legislative monument of the Christian Church, the Grear Canon,
about 100 laws have been found that apply to women. The largest number of
laws regarding women were adopted at the last three Ecumenical Councils
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and local councils. In addition to these written laws, church law attached
special importance to the tradition, the so-called ,unwritten rule“ (an
unwritten rule, law that must be enforced). These old rules became the basis
for many laws developed at the Ecumenical and local church councils and
were declared equal in force to the law (Great Canon, 1975, p. 498). Church
law contains several laws that determine the place of women in the church
according to the traditional law.

It is precisely the tradition that explains certain canonical laws that
impose different obligations on women and men. For example, the 21 ca-
non of St. Basil the Great requires that a woman forgive her husband who
has 'converted' from fornication, whereas a man is forbidden to admit a 'cur-
sed woman' into his household, despite the fact that, in both cases, the sacra-
ment of marriage has been equally violated. Similar provisions can be found
in the 9%, 48", and other canons of St. Basil (Great Canon, 1975, p. 472).

Basil the Great states that the obligations imposed by such laws are not
easily explained, yet ,custom commands us to do so.“ Thus, he suggests that
certain traditions are not easily subject to change, although this does not
diminish the divine nature of Christianity (Gagoshashvili, 2024, p. 139).

Naturally, such unwritten rules were heavily influenced by pre-Chris-
tian religions and pagan cults, which had long shaped local traditions. This
influence remained evident in fifth-century Kartli, situated at the crossroads
of two major religions-Mazdeanism and Christianity. According to the
Martyrdom of Shushanik, during this period, the beliefs and customs of the
pre-Christian era were still deeply rooted and continued to affect many
aspects of national life, including the status and role of women. Never-
theless, Christian lifestyles and canonical norms were gradually gaining a
foothold, eventually even influencing certain Mazdean laws.
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