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Water as a Field of Cosmogony: The Transition from Chaos to Order in Pre-Islamic Iranian
Texts
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Abstract

Pre-Islamic Iranian texts, particularly the Yashts and Avestan sources, demonstrate that water and the divine forces associated with it—
especially Anahita and Mithra—play a central role in the transition of the world from primordial chaos to cosmic order. The present study
aims to analyze the role of natural elements and the guardian deities of water and life through a comparative mythological and symbolic
analysis of Avestan and Vedic texts. The sources examined include the Yashts, the Bundahis$n, and texts related to Tishtrya, Apam Napat,
Haurvatat, and Amaratat, which are analyzed using a descriptive—analytical approach. The findings indicate that water, as the primal
element and the field of cosmic action, under the guidance of Anahita—the goddess of water and fertility—and Mithra—the god of
covenant and cosmic order—restrains opposing natural and destructive forces. The battle of Tishtrya against Apaosa, the manifestation of
Apam Napat in the union of water and fire, and the guardianship of Haurvatat and Amarotat exemplify the interaction between forces of
chaos and order which, through the participation of deities and human supplication, lead to the regeneration of life and the stabilization of
cosmic order. These interactions not only regulate the flow of energy and water in the material world but also consolidate the bond between
the spiritual (méndg) and material (g&tig) realms. The conclusion of the study emphasizes that, in the pre-Islamic Iranian worldview,
cosmic order is a dynamic process emerging from the heart of chaos and the tension among natural elements, and that water—together
with Anahita and Mithra—functions as the axis of cosmogony and regeneration, ensuring the cycles of life, fertility, and the continuity of
being. This analysis provides a new perspective for understanding the role of natural elements and deities in structuring the world,
reconstructing life, and shaping human interaction with divine forces, and it opens the possibility for comparative studies with other
mythological and religious traditions of the world.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The present study investigates the
cosmological function of water in pre-Islamic
Iranian texts, particularly the Avestan Yashts
and related Pahlavi sources, by situating it
within the archetypal structure of the transition
from primordial chaos to cosmic order.
Drawing upon mythological theory, water is
approached not merely as a natural element or
symbolic motif but as a dynamic field of
cosmogony in which differentiation,
purification, and stabilization of the world take
place. Myth, as a sacred narrative rooted in
primordial time, articulates the emergence of
order from an undifferentiated state (3), while
also reflecting archetypal patterns embedded
in the collective unconscious (4). Within this
framework, water frequently appears as both
the substance of chaos and the matrix of
rebirth (6, 7). In Iranian cosmology, the

BundahiSn describes water as the second
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material creation after the sky and as a
fundamental medium through which the forces
of good confront drought and demonic
disruption (11). This structural positioning of
water corresponds to broader mythological
patterns in which primordial waters precede
and enable ordered creation (14). The Iranian
case, however, develops this motif into a
sophisticated theological system in which
water becomes the arena of interaction
between divine, natural, and human forces,
and thus the central medium through which the
passage from chaos to order is continuously
enacted.
In Avestan literature, water (ap) is explicitly
invoked as life-giving, maternal, and morally
conditioned. Yasna 38.5 addresses the waters
as nurturing mothers who sustain and reward
the righteous, establishing a theological link
between purity and access to life-sustaining

forces. The ethical dimension is reinforced in
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Yasna 65.7, where water is withheld from
those of evil thought, word, and deed,
indicating that cosmic order (asha) is
inseparable from moral order. Such passages
demonstrate that water functions
simultaneously on natural, spiritual, and
ethical planes. In the Bundahi$n, the gradual
formation of water over fifty-five days
symbolizes the transformation from darkness
into luminous order (11), echoing Eliade’s
interpretation of cosmogony as a passage
from indeterminacy into structure (9). Iranian
myth thus conceptualizes water as the
primordial field in which differentiation occurs:
it is both the residue of chaos and the medium
through which chaos is purified. Unlike myths
that portray creation as violent
dismemberment, Iranian cosmology
emphasizes regulation, purification, and
alignment with divine law. Water becomes the
ontological bridge between the ménodg
(spiritual) and gétig (material) realms, enabling
interaction while maintaining hierarchical
coherence. In this way, the Iranian worldview
situates water at the heart of a dynamic and
ongoing process of ordering rather than a
single, completed act of creation.

The figure of Anahita represents the clearest
personification of this cosmogonic logic. As the
‘Immaculate” goddess of waters, she
embodies the transformation of
undifferentiated primordial fluidity into life-
giving, regulated flow (18). Her descent from
the sacred mountain Hara in the Aban Yasht

symbolizes the channeling of cosmic

abundance into terrestrial order. The mountain
itself functions as an axis mundi, linking
heaven and earth, while the flowing waters
signify the descent of divine grace into the
material world. The association between
Anahita and the moon further underscores the
cyclical logic of renewal; the moon’s waxing
and waning corresponds to agricultural fertility
and tidal movement, integrating -celestial
rhythm with earthly life (19). In this cosmology,
Anahita does not abolish chaos but disciplines
it, converting formless waters into structured
rivers that nourish fields and communities. The
cooperation of wind, rain, snow, and hail—
described as her divine horses—illustrates the
coordination of elemental forces within a larger
framework of order. Through Anahita, water
becomes the maternal matrix of differentiation,
echoing Jung’s archetype of the Great Mother
while remaining embedded in a specifically
Iranian theological context (7). Her role
demonstrates that the stabilization of cosmic
order depends not on rigidity but on regulated
fluidity—a principle that defines Iranian mythic
thought.

Complementing Anahita’s generative
dimension is Mithra’s regulatory function within
the aqueous field of cosmogony. Mithra,
whose name signifies covenant, represents
the juridical and ethical stabilization of flowing
forces (1). In the Mihr Yasht, he is described as
increasing waters and causing rain to fall (Mihr
Yasht 15.61), indicating that his authority
extends to the direction and intensification of

life-giving currents. Covenant in this context is
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not merely social contract but cosmic
alignment; violation of pact threatens not only
political stability but ecological balance. The
myth of Mithra slaying the primordial bull
further dramatizes the controlled release of
latent vitality. Rather than gratuitous violence,
the sacrifice symbolizes the transformation of
concentrated life-force into distributed fertility
(22). Just as Mithra releases water from stone
to create an eternal spring, he breaks
stagnation to restore circulation. The bull’'s
death vyields vegetation and agricultural
abundance, demonstrating that order emerges
through structured transformation rather than
annihilation. Mithra thus stands as guardian of
equilibrium within the aqueous cosmos,
ensuring that the generative potential
embodied by Anahita does not relapse into
destructive inundation. His role reveals that
Iranian cosmogony balances maternal
abundance with juridical regulation, forming a
dual system in which water is both source and
medium of covenantal order.

The myth of Tishtrya intensifies the theme of
conflict between order and chaos within the
watery domain. In the Tir Yasht, Tishtrya
descends as a radiant white horse to battle the
demon Apao$a, embodiment of drought and
sterility. Initially defeated, Tishtrya laments the
insufficiency of human praise and requests
invocation; upon receiving divine support, he
triumphs and releases rain across the earth
(Tir Yasht 6.20-30). This narrative reveals
several structural features of Iranian

cosmology. First, chaos is persistent and

cyclical, represented by drought as recurring
threat. Second, divine order requires human
participation; ritual speech strengthens the
cosmic agent. Third, restoration of order
manifests through the redistribution of water in
differentiated form—Iarge drops for cultivation,
fine drops for pasture—indicating ecological
precision. Eliade’s concept of mythic renewal
is directly applicable here (9): the victory of
Tishtrya reenacts the primordial triumph over
chaos and ensures the regeneration of life.
The star associated with Tishtrya (Sirius) links
celestial  observation  with  agricultural
expectation, integrating astronomy into
theology. Thus, the myth transforms
meteorological phenomena into symbolic
drama, portraying rainfall as the visible sign of
cosmic victory. Water here is both
battleground and reward, the contested
resource  whose liberation guarantees
continuity of existence.

Finally, the figures of Apam Napat, Haurvatat
(Khordad), and (Mordad)

consolidate the theology of water as integrated

Amaratat

order. Apam Napat, “Offspring of the Waters,”
unites fire and water in a paradoxical image of
luminous birth from moist darkness (17, 23).
This union of opposites reflects the
reconciliation of chaos and order within a
single divine principle. As guardian of waters
and possessor of the title “Ahura” (1), he
mediates between elemental tension and
coherent harmony. Haurvatat and Ameratat,
representing wholeness and immortality,

protect water and vegetation and stand in
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opposition to the demons of thirst and hunger
(23). Their festivals, noted by Biruni (25), attest
to the ritual reenactment of cosmic balance.
Together, these deities articulate a system in
which water is not static matter but an active,
moralized, and eschatological force. The
Iranian worldview thus portrays cosmic order
as dynamic equilibrium arising from disciplined
fluidity. Water functions as the primordial field
from which life emerges, the arena in which
chaos is confronted, and the conduit through
which divine, natural, and human spheres
interact. In this cosmology, order is neither
imposed from outside nor secured once for all;
it is continually regenerated through the
harmonious circulation of sacred waters and

the vigilant cooperation of gods and humanity.
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