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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH PROGRAM

Rethinking and Reassessing the Iranian Apocalypse from the sixth to the tenth century CE

A. Scientific Background
Despite about two centuries of scholarship, the Iranian Apocalypse narratives still raise many questions. In fact, many unsettled disputes remain regarding its relation to eschatology and to other similar religious traditions, notably Judaism and Christianity, as well as to the original period of composition. 

Since the nineteenth century, the Religionsgeschichtliche Schule 
have stressed the idea that Iranian eschatology had already crystallized in the Gathas, the most ancient part of the Avesta to be directly attributed to Zarathustra. Then, after the upheaval of the Hellenistic conquest, it developed into an apocalyptic system that became the main source of Jewish, Hellenistic, Christian, and Gnostic apocalyptic literature (Bousset 1926; Reitzenstein 1926). This Irano-centric position, stressing the antiquity of this literary and religious phenomenon, was reiterated in the first half of the twentieth century by Frantz Cumont (1931) in his idea of ‘Mages hellénisés’, and afterwards by some scholars of the Scandinavian school, notably Geo Widengren (1965; 1983; 1995) and Anders Hultgård (1983; 1995). They were followed more mildly by Mary Boyce (1984), who was the first scholar to speak of an ‘apocalyptic-eschatology’ in the Iranian tradition, borrowing the phrase from Robert H. Charles (1914). More recently, in a stimulating article, Frantz Grenet (2007-2008) has found impressive parallels between a number of parallel passages dealing with the natural calamities of apocalyptic times in the Oracles of Hystapes (Flusser 1982), the eighth book of the Sibylline Oracles, and the Zand ī Wahman Yasn, one of the most important Pahlavi Apocalyptic texts.

 On the other hand, in an innovative article, Jacques Duchesne-Guillemin (1982) challenged the claim of the originality of Iranian apocalypse narratives, by arguing that the concept of the metallic era in the Zand ī Wahman Yasn had been borrowed from Daniel 2 (see also Agostini 2016a). Since then, Philippe Gignoux has convincingly argued for the first time, in several articles (1986a; 1986b; 1987; 1988), for the existence of a historical apocalypse in the Iranian context. Though Gignoux has reasserted the idea of the originality and antiquity of the Iranian eschatological phenomenon of the end of the twelfth and last millennium of Iranian history of the world, he has convincingly classified as historical or pseudo-historical all the apocalyptic accounts related to the end of the dreadful and troubled millennium of Zoroaster (the tenth). Furthermore, this claim was supported by the fact that these stories are found only in late Pahlavi literature (ninth-tenth century) such as Zand ī Wahman Yasn (Cereti 1995), the Jāmāsp-Nāmag (Agostini 2013a), chapters thirty-three and thirty-four of the Iranian Bundahišn (Agostini and Thrope, forthcoming 2
; Agostini 2017). These accounts are included in the genre of vaticinia ex eventu that was widely used in all the neighboring traditions and relates to historical or pseudo-historical events that can be ascribed to the Late Sasanian and Early Islamic period (a reasoned review in 
Agostini 2014b). 
In recent years, following Gignoux’s assumption, several studies have been devoted to the identification of the different characters, events and geographical locations that seem to surface from these accounts, though some very important and insightful attempts exist from earlier, by Károly Czeglédy (1958), Annette Destrée (1971) and Mohamed Rekaya (1973). In particular, scholars have turned their attention to the figure of Kay Wahrām, the last Iranian ruler that will foretell the coming of the first Zoroastrian savior Ušedār by the end of the millennium of Zoroaster (Czeglédy 1958; Cereti 1996; Daryaee 2015). Scholarship has suggested that this character might represent a real or alleged Sasanian royal scion who was supposed to come back to Iran from China or Central Asia and retake power from the hands of Arabs (Destrée 1971; Forte 1996a and 1996b; Shapira 2010; in particular Agostini and Stark 2016; on the relation between Central Asia and apocalyptic tradition, see Cereti 2000; Grenet 2006-2007). The role of this royal character has been brilliantly compared to the figure of the Last Emperor who shall foretell the second coming of Christ in the Byzantine apocalyptic tradition, in an outstanding monograph recently published by Stephan Shoemaker (2018). 
Moreover, scholars have attempted to find connections between the apocalyptic accounts and the events that occurred in Early Islamic Iran (Daryaee 1998). This approach seems classify several historical events that were probably felt either negatively or positively by the Zoroastrian minority as apocalyptic. Many of them are related to the revolt of alleged Zoroastrian and/or anti-Arab figures such Sunbādh (eighth century; Anthony 2012), the Zoroastrian governor of Tabaristān Māzyār (ninth century; Rekaya 1973; Gignoux 1986a), and the Ziyarid prince of Gīlān Mardāwij (tenth century; Grenet 2015) as well as heretic sects such as that of Babāk Khorramī (ninth century; Daryaee 2012; Piras 2016). The apocalyptic momentum and nativist resistance among several Iranian communities and minorities in the first centuries of the Islamic rule over Iran, has been finely unearthed, treated and described in the groundbreaking work, The Nativist Prophets of Early Islamic Iran by Patricia Crone (2012).
B. Research Objectives and Expected Significance
The main goal of this research project is to investigate and understand the origins, development and legacy of the Iranian apocalyptic phenomenon in Late Antiquity and Early Islamic Iran, through the study of internal socio-religious dynamics shared by the Zoroastrian apocalyptic specimens, 
as well as of external dynamics shared with other similar religious traditions. This approach should also clarify the position of the apocalypse in the panorama of Pahlavi literature and its position in the Near Eastern  apocalyptic literary genre.

This ultimate goal will stand on the achievement of three other important objectives:

1) Chronological identification of the narrative layers: the apocalyptic material has undergone a very difficult and problematic philological transmission and was written down only in the first centuries of the Islamic period. Although previous scholarship (see above) has already attempted to form a chronology of the historical or mythical events, it failed to offer a homogenous and consistent narrative picture. My objective is first to define the internal and independent dynamics of transmission of each single text. As already argued (Agostini 2013b), each apocalyptic text is characterized by an independent philological tradition dependent on the social and geographical provenance of the author and the audience. Once the chronological narrative stratification of each of the texts is defined, it shall be noted how a text deals with the same topic and/or why it ignored it, and/or how and to what extent the same topics were interpolated and reworked.
2) Compilation of an annotated compendium of the apocalyptic historical and mythical characters and toponyms:  A carnival of more or less famous characters seems to populate the Zoroastrian apocalyptic texts. Unfortunately, thus far no complete or annotated compendium on them and on all historical and mythical places involved has been prepared. A comprehensive analysis and commentary on them, based on the primary sources and a complete survey of secondary literature will be offered. The objective is to define and comment on the historical and/or mythical roles of all these individuals in the apocalyptic and eschatological process, as well as to delineate an apocalyptic geography (see Cereti 2000) that shall provide more information for the understanding and definition of the different stages of the development of the Iranian apocalypse narrative. 
3) Prophecy and apocalypse, politics and religion: before and after Arab conquest: the historical and political contextualization of the Zoroastrian apocalypse narrative in the end of the sixth century till the fall of Sasanian
, is fundamental to understanding the common social background shared with the Byzantine empire and all the different religious communities living in these two contexts. The objective is to investigate from an Iranian point of view, how the Sasanian dynasty and Zoroastrian clergy understood the connection between prophecy and power, and End of Times and kingship. This part will benefit from the great scholarly work produced to define the same ideas in the Byzantine empire (Shoemaker 2015). Furthermore, the Iranian apocalyptic narrative shall be compared with a large bulk of foreign apocalyptic literature such as Christian, Jewish and Muslim texts.  This synchronic and comparative investigation will support an understanding of the rise and the dating of specific topics, not necessarily originally Zoroastrian, in the Iranian apocalypse.   
As for the early Islamic period, the research will investigate how Zoroastrians were able to readdress the questions on apocalypse in a very different historical and social situation. The objective is to show how these apocalyptic accounts were reworked and interpolated to fit the new Zoroastrian hopes of the end of Arabs, and that they might be part of a broader political anti-Arab project, aiming to emphasize and strengthen Iranian identity in the ninth and tenth centuries. In this case, another objective is to understand how and to what extent Sasanian elements were updated and reused. 
The results of the project will be of great significance for the scholars of Sasanian and early Islamic Iran. Firstly, the results will present a complete and consistent historical and religious picture of the Iranian apocalypse during two of the most crucial periods of the history of Iran.  

Secondly, the results will provide new evidence on Sasanian cosmological politics and on the role of Zoroastrianism in the formation of the idea of sacred kingship. To experts on Late Antique apocalypse narratives, the results will provide new comparative elements to complement their knowledge 
and to reshape the social and geographical boundaries of chiliastic expectations at the dawn of the Muslim conquest. Moreover, it will open new perspectives in the understanding of Zoroastrian existence as a minority and its way of managing the loss of the previous political and social status quo.
A revaluation and rethinking of the social and political apocalyptic dynamics in early Islamic Iran alongside the polemical and apologetic texts, could lead in the future to a broader project on the social, political and religious reasons and forms of the rise and the development of Pahlavi literature. 
C. Detailed description of the proposed research
1. Working Hypothesis
My research is based on some working hypothesis that are related to the interactions of the Zoroastrian tradition and community with the contemporary social, political and religious environment in the Sasanian and Early Islamic period. The apocalyptic accounts as prophecies ex eventu were composed and recorded, likely orally, already in Sasanian times but became a written testimony only in the late Pahlavi literature. 

The beliefs about the fulfillment of an eschatological and chiliastic process were undoubtedly in auge 
at the Late Sasanian court (Payne 2013), in a troubled and uncertain political and social atmosphere created by dread-inspiring invasions threatening 
the boarders of the Byzantine and Iranian empires. However, it is possible to locate the birth of some apocalyptic feelings even before that period. In fact, we are told by Masʿūdī that king Ardašīr (224/6-42), estimating that it was nearing the end of the millennium of Zoroaster and fearing major troubles, sought to move back this term 
by approximately two hundred years. This revised chronology, while shortening the Arsacid era by two centuries, would have strengthened the young Sasanian dynasty that would have ruled without any social pressure of millenarian trends (Gnoli 1971). Moreover, one should not underestimate the importance and the apocalyptic expectations that the tragic story of the rebel general Bahrām Čōbēn at the end of the sixth century provoked in Iran. In this regard, the Šahnāme, while being a late source, reports an interesting dialogue between Bahrām Čōbēn and Khosraw II where the first lays claim to the throne as the restorer of Arsacid rule.  He reveals to the king that his mission is also to destroy the Sasanian dynasty as five-hundred years have already passed from the enthronement of the first Sasanian king Ardašīr (Davis 2016: 890) thus referring 
to some apocalyptic chronology well known in Iran. 
My understanding is that the awareness of this imminent cosmic evolution would have dictated the policy of the Sasanian sovereigns in the attempt to conquer and consign to the first Zoroastrian savior all the known world. This can explain the mission to definitively defeat the Byzantine empire that Khosraw II was almost about to accomplish 
after the “apocalyptic” occupation of Jerusalem (Agostini, forthcoming 1; Stoyanov 2011). 
On the other side
, similarly Heraclius needed “to re-affirm Byzantium’s cosmocratic predestination to prepare Christ’s second advent” (Tesei 2018: 12).  Furthermore, I shall argue that Iranian texts interacted widely and shared many common narrative topics with Christian (Alexander 1995; Olster 199; Reinink 2002 and 2003; Shoemaker 2015; Ubierna 2008 and 2012), Jewish (Reeves 2005; Sivertsev 2011; Himmelfarb 2017) and Muslim (Tesei 2018) apocalyptic sources of that period, such as the idea of the last emperor represented by kay Wahrām (Shoemaker 2018); of three apocalyptic enemies (Arabs, Turks and Romans; see in particular the Syriac Legend of Alexander [Budge 1889: 155]); and the renovated 
use again of prophetic authority (for instance, Zoroaster and Jāmāsp).

Prophetic authority was used extensively in the polemic propagandistic 
discourse of the Byzantine Empire against the Sasanians (Magdalino 1993; Tesei 2018) and largely re-used in Jewish tradition. It is probable that Zoroastrian authors used prophetic authority as much as pro-Byzantine writers to answer the challenge represented by the new Arab political power (Shoemaker 2014) and also the Byzantine one. The widespread use of prophetic authority in many neighbouring traditions could explain better the similar choice of authoritative figures in Zoroastrianism, but also the use of topics such as the division in eras of the history of the world (Zand ī Wahman Yasn 1 and 3) and the reference to the kings of South and more covertly North (Jāmāsp Nāmag 37, 41) found in the prophetic apocalypse, par excellence, of Daniel in a late perspective
. 
Once the Sasanian empire fell and the Arabs conquered Iran, these apocalyptic accounts were reworked and interpolated in order to match the new course of history. They were probably used not only to fuse the Zoroastrian community with the future hope of the coming of saviors but, I hypothesize, also to support all alleged or illegitimate Iranian rulers, Zoroastrian or not, in their anti-Arab fight and propaganda against the Umayyad and then Abbasid caliphates. This idea is supported by a particular kind of Islamic apocalyptic account that strengthens the Iranian identity. In the ninth-century Kitab al-Fitan, the army composed of the lowest non-Arab Muslims are told to kill the pure-blooded Arabs while shouting in Persian “kill, kill” [bakush, bakush] (Cook 2002). The approach 
of Abbasids from Khorasan and their victory over the Arabs by the Iranian general Abū Muslim, had already been foretold ex eventu in the ninth century by the Jewish astrologer Masha’allah, a pupil in Baghdad of the Persian Nobakht who was a Zoroastrian converted to Islam (Kennedy and Pingree 1971).  In the tenth century a numerically large and violent vein of apocalyptic traditions preserved in the Imami Shi’i Kitab al-Ghayba foretell the coming of the Mahdī who shall conquer many countries and then slaughter the Arabs. He was to be escorted by an army of brave men composed of non-Arabs or likely Persians, with only a few or no Arabs. In the same century the Iṣfahānī Mahdī was declared to be the restorer of Persian religion (Madelung 1988: 96-97). This atmosphere is reflected also in many Shi’i stories such as that of the Sasanian princess Shahrbānū, mother of the fourth Shi’i Imam Alī Zayn al-ʿĀbidīn, which aimed to stress the Iranian element in Imam offspring (Amir-Moezzi 2002). This defense and rediscovery of Iranianness and resistance against foreign elements had many anti-Arab and even anti-Islamic manifestations. Patricia Crone’s ground-breaking study (2012) provides an impressive picture of the new religious, social and political environment in which more or less or pretending Zoroastrian, or Sasanian blood figures such as Bihāfarīd, Sunbādh, Bābak, Māzyār and Mardāwīj, ride the idea of the Pre-Islamic past with an anti-Arab flavor. 


I argue that in exactly the same environment Zoroastrians reworked and interpolated their apocalyptic accounts, while expressing their hope of freedom and salvation anytime a new pretender appeared. For any attempt to identify a particular character and geographical place should take into consideration this social and political atmosphere.   

2. Research Design and Method
The project will rely chiefly on classical historical methodology: the collection and analysis of primary
 sources and secondary literature, and will be divided into six working stages.
1. My two research assistants and I shall devote the first stage of work (7 months) to the reading of the Iranian apocalyptic texts such as the Zand ī Wahman Yasn (Cereti 1995), the Jāmāsp-Nāmag (Agostini 2013a), chapters thirty-three and thirty-four of the Iranian Bundahišn (Agostini and Thrope, forthcoming 2
; Agostini 2017), chapters seven to eleven of Dēnkard VII (Molé 1967), Dēnkard IX 8: 1 
(Vevaina 2011), and Abar madan ī šāh Wahrām ī Warzāwand (Daryaee 2012). In order to ensure my assistants grasp a more complete idea of the Zoroastrian concept of End of Times, we will also read the texts that are considered eschatological, which deal with the events at the end of the twelfth and last millennium such as the Wizīdagīhā ī Zādspram 34 and 35 (Gignoux and Tafazzoli 1993) and the Pahlavi Rivāyat which accompanies the Dādestān ī Dēnīg 48 and 49 (Williams 1990) and short passages from other texts.
At the same time, I will supervise and help one of my collaborators in the annotation of the main topics (historical, pseudo-historical, mythical events; characters; geographical references) and the second collaborator in the selection of all the secondary literature (articles, books, reviews) that they will collect. Great importance will be placed on the collection of all the historical primary sources (in Greek, Middle Persian, Hebrew, Syriac, Armenian, Arabic, Persian) that could be useful to identify the life and the activities of the different apocalyptic characters. 
2. In the second stage (5 months) I shall compile with the help of one of my collaborators a first compendium of the events, characters and toponyms based exclusively on the Zoroastrian sources, historical and secondary literature. The other research assistant shall start, under my supervision, the collection of all the Late Antiquity and Early Islamic apocalyptic and prophetic texts belonging to the Christian (in Greek and Syriac), Jewish and Islamic tradition. So far I have selected a very preliminary list of texts to include: The Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius (Garstad 2012) and connected to it even if earlier The Tiburtine Sibyl (Sackur 1898), Apocalypse of Pseudo-Ephrem (Reinink 2003), Syriac apocalypse of Daniel (Henze 2001), the Legend of Alexander (Budge 1889), Sefer Zerubbabel
 (Reeves 2005), Sefer Elijah (Reeves 2005), Sūrat al-Rūm (Q 30: 2-3; Tesei 2018), Kitab al-Fitan (Al-Marwāzī 1991), The Astrological History of Masha’allah (Kennedy and Pingree 1971), and  Kitab al-Ghayba (1983). Together we shall read these sources and compile a preliminary list of similar topics 
that relate to 
our research on the Iranian texts. In this second stage, we will start to insert all the compendium’s entries including a historical and religious description, the citations of the Middle Persian original passages with an English translation, and complete bibliographical references into an existing professional database.  
3. The third stage (4 months) will be devoted to the collection (one researcher) and study of the secondary literature regarding the main topics found in the “foreign” apocalyptic literature (I plan to start, with one of my collaborators, this stage even earlier if possible). 
4. Once we have a complete and clearer picture of the narrative and thematic interactions between the Iranian apocalypse and the other traditions, we will proceed, all three researchers together, to the fourth stage (4 months) in order to update, complete and polish the annotated compendium of events, characters and toponyms.

5. When we have all the relevant data about the internal dynamics of the Iranian texts and an understanding of their points of interaction with the “foreign” apocalyptic literature, we will start a long fifth stage (10 months) devoted to identification of the narrative layers. At the same time, will analyze 
specific concepts such as the apocalyptic prophecy, cosmological royal ideology and later anti-Arab propaganda in the Iranian sources and my collaborators will help with the collection of the secondary literature accordingly.  
6. The sixth and last stage (six months) will be devoted to the preparation and the processing of all the results towards publication as a monograph.
As for the primary sources, I shall grant them great importance as alongside my training as a historian, I also received one as a philologist. Many of the sources have been seriously and satisfactorily edited and translated into the main Western languages and all the texts are already available for me in English translation via personal academic and scholarly channels. 
3. Preliminary Results

In recent years I have worked extensively on the Iranian Apocalypse.  I investigated and identified the existence of a “popular” and secular apocalyptic narrative in the Jāmāsp-Nāmag screened from theological patterns, both mythical and learned and addressed to secular milieus
 (Agostini 2013b). This research is extremely important in the attempt to define the internal socio-religious dynamics of composition in each single text.  


Also in 2013, my book Ayādgār ī Jāmāspīg. Un texte eschatologique zoroastrien (2013) was published. This book offered a modern philological edition of the original text endowed with a historic-religious commentary. During the research I encountered many problems of identification of characters and events and was obliged me to improve and strengthen my investigative and methodological approaches. This experience will help me avoid pitfalls in future research, including interpretative and methodological mistakes.   

Furthermore, I have proposed a definition of the roles of the different apocalyptic and eschatological Zoroastrian “media”, such as Zoroaster, Jāmāsp, Wištāsp and their prophetic function in the narrative that fits 
the apocalyptic tensions and expectations (Agostini 2014a) in late Sasanian Iran and among its neighbors on the eve of the Islamic conquest (Stoyanov 2011; Tesei 2018; Shoemaker 2018). I will benefit from the results of this work when I investigate and understand the renovated use of prophetic authority in Sasanian and Early Islamic Iran, also in a comparative perspective.

I have also published an article on the relations between the Jewish and the Iranian apocalypse accounts (Agostini 2016a), where I argued for the dependence of some topics such as the concept of the four or seven eras of the world (see also Gignoux 1990) from the Jewish tradition of Daniel. These results will be very important for understanding how this motif was used and transformed in the Near Eastern apocalypses in Late Antiquity.

Moreover, recently I published a joint article (Agostini and Stark 2016) that claimed the historical existence of an alleged or real Sasanian family in Central Asia in the middle of the eighth century, which was probably connected to the figure of the victorious king Wahrām (the Last Byzantine Emperor) in an apocalyptic and eschatological dimension. This research allowed me to engage with many sources on this character and to form a solid understanding of his narrative.

Last year I also published an article that attempted to investigate and identify some characters that appear in a passage of the Bundahišn 33: 17-28, of which I also offered a philological edition. This research gave me the chance to challenge a text that was heavily interpolated and in some way prepared me methodologically for this larger and even more insidious 
project. 
4. Infrastructure and Manpower
Clearly, the huge number of primary sources and secondary literature does not make the project feasible without the aid of qualified research assistants. I will therefore recruit two graduate MA students with excellent university records, proficiency in English and preferably able to read Ancient Greek and/or Arabic. They will be recruited in Israel or abroad. For professional and pedagogical reasons alike, I will look for assistants whose own research interests align with the project’s goals or with themes related to Late Antiquity, so that their work will also be directly beneficial for their own professional development. They will collect research material and, as described in point 2, they will help me in more challenging tasks that will allow me to mentor them and to cement our collaboration.
One of the two assistants will be Benjamin Birely. He is a truly remarkable Israeli and American student who will start his MA program in 2019. Birely has a very good level of Latin and Greek and has already  attended an MA seminar of mine on the religious and political interactions between Sasanian Iran and Byzantium in Late Antiquity. He is also my student in the BA seminar on the history and legacy of Zoroastrianism. 
The project will be carried out at the History Department of Tel-Aviv University, where I serve as a senior lecturer. TAU’s senior colleagues have already offered me any kind of help and support for the successful realization of this project. 

5. Expected Results and Potential Pitfalls
In order to make my preliminary results public and receive feedback and insights from the scholarly community, after one year of the project I plan to complete a paper that will present and analyze the main findings obtained by that time. The paper will be submitted for publication in a leading historical journal. During the second year, I plan to write a second article dealing with a central topic arising from the research. In the same year and also in the third year, I will invite my students to attend International conferences with me in order to share the progress of the research. Furthermore, when possible, and in accordance with their own capabilities, I will involve the research assistants in the writing and publication process. During the third year I will start to  integrate the results into a book manuscript, to be finalized during the third year, and to be later published by a leading academic publication house. The book will be the first monograph on the Iranian apocalypse in Late Antiquity and Early Islamic Iran and will include a comprehensive study of the origins, forms and motifs of this religious and literary phenomenon, also from a comparative perspective.

�Not really clear what you mean here – there are unsettled disputes regarding the original period of composition? Do you mean when they were composed? 
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