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Maria Macuch is the daughter of the semitist Rudolf Macuch and Iran-
dokht Shaghaghi.1 Her parents met during the years 1945−1947 when 
 students in Paris, where Rudolf studied Arabic and Semitic languages, and 
Irandokht Hygiene at the Faculty of Medicine. Soon after their marriage on 
31 March 1949 in Bratislava they transferred to Iran, and Maria was born in 
1 January 1950 in Tehran, where she spent the first six years of her life. In 1956 
Rudolf Macuch received an invitation from Lady Drower to work with her 
on the Mandaic Dictionary at the Oriental Institute in Oxford and the family 
moved there in October of the same year. Maria remembers this trip as the 
most exciting journey of her life, travelling by train from Tehran via Turkey 
across the European continent and a stormy English channel (Macuch 2008 a, 
p. 13). In Oxford Maria went to the SS Philip and James’ Church of England 
Primary School, and her mother converted to Christianity. Life in Oxford has 
made an abiding impression on Maria, and she never misses an opportunity 
to visit the city where she spent two very happy years of her childhood. After 
Rudolf Macuch’s fellowship had come to an end, and since life in Iran seemed 
undesirable for a Christian convert, the small family moved to Windsor,  Canada 
in 1958 and Maria’s father took up the position of a vicar. His dream of a uni-
versity career eventually came true when he was invited to the Chair of Semitic 
and Arabic Studies at the Freie Universität Berlin. In 1963 the family moved 
to Berlin and Maria went to school at the Droste-Hülshoff- Gymnasium in 
Zehlendorf. Growing up as the only child of the acclaimed scholar of the Man-
daean, Samaritan and Syriac languages has deeply influenced Maria’s own pro-
fessional outlook and choices. “With his background in Oriental Studies and his 
life and work as a scholar”, she remembers in an interview (Hintze 2014, p. 7),

my father set the example for me of how to do scholarly work. He was the most 
important influence on me. I saw daily how he worked all the time, how intensely 
he studied the subjects he was interested in. It was all work and no play—except 
with me. I couldn’t imagine doing anything else but scholarship because I hadn’t 

1 For Maria’s accounts of her father’s life, see Macuch 2008 a, 2014 a, 2015 a.—I am grate-
ful to Desmond Durkin-Meisterernst and Maria Macuch herself for helpful com-
ments on an earlier version of the present article.
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seen anything else. My mother, Irandokht, influenced my choice of subjects 
through her Iranian background, although, being a Christian by choice, she was 
not typically Iranian.

After her Abitur in 1969 Maria enrolled at the Freie Universität in Iranian 
Studies, Semitic languages and Ancient History. She was soon captivated by 
the pre-Islamic tradition of her mother’s homeland, and this has become a life-
time’s fascination. Among the many teachers whose lectures she attended were, 
in Iranian Studies, Carsten Colpe, Günter Gobrecht, Hans Kippenberg, 
Bernfried Schlerath, and, as guest professor, Ronald Emmerick, who 
taught an intensive course on Khotanese. In Semitic and Islamic Studies, she 
studied with Estiphan Panoussi, Benno Pohl, Zuhair Shunnar, Baber Jo-
hansen and Fritz Steppat. However, the scholar who was the most influential 
on the direction she would eventually take was one whom she never could have 
met. This was Christian Bartholomae (1855–1925), whose pioneering writ-
ings on Sasanian law drew Maria into largely uncharted territory. Moreover, 
Günter Gobrecht introduced her to the linguistic and philological problems 
of Middle Persian legal texts, and it was in this area that she obtained her PhD 
in 1977 (with Ruth Altheim-Stiehl as one of the examiners) and her Habil-
itation in 1990 (with Werner Sundermann and Philippe Gignoux as refer-
ees). After a year spent as Visiting Professor at the National Taiwan University 
in Taipei, Maria became Associate Professor (C3) at the Institut für Iranistik 
in Berlin in 1991. Having been offered the Chair in Iranian Studies (C4) at the 
Georg-August-Universität in Göttingen in 1994, she was able to take up the 
offer of the Chair in Iranian Studies at the Freie Universität Berlin in 1995 and 
held this position until her retirement in 2015. She now lives in Berlin and enjoys 
being able to focus on her research, free from administrative and teaching duties.

A Thousand Judgements
To date, Maria’s magnum opus is an edition in two volumes of the Sasanian law 
book ‘A Thousand Judgements’ (Hazār Dādestān).2 The transmission of this 
text is most precarious as it only survives in a single manuscript, which at some 
point in time was split into two parts. The first part consists of 55 folios pub-
lished in facsimile by Modi in 1901 (usually abbreviated MHD), and the second 
part of 20 folios made available in facsimile by Anklesaria in 1912 (usually ab-
breviated MHDA).3 Maria’s PhD thesis was concerned with the second part 

2 On the title of the work, see Macuch 1993, p. 10 f.
3 Anklesaria’s folios were copied by Dastur Erachji Sohrabji Meherji Rana of Navsari 

in ay 1247 (1878 ce). His copy is preserved in the Meherji Rana Library under the sig-
nature F25 and is described by Dhabhar 1923, p. 18. It was published in facsimile by 
JamaspAsa/Nawabi 1976.
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and was published in 1981. She tackled the first part in her Habilitation thesis, 
published in 1993 as the first volume in the series Iranica, which she founded. 
Taken together, these two works provide a monumental edition of the complete 
text. It is transliterated from the manuscript, translated and accompanied by 
an extensive philological and legal commentary, and a dictionary. The text ‘A 
Thousand Judgements’ has also fuelled most of Maria’s other scholarship and 
is a constant point of reference in her research.

The Hazār Dādestān was compiled by Farroxmard ī Wahrāmān from court 
records and other documents, probably in the early seventh century ce, just a 
few decades before the Arab invasion of Iran. Constituting the only exclusively 
legal text which has survived from the pre-Islamic period, it is of supreme im-
portance for the history of Iranian law in Zoroastrian and Islamic Iran, and for 
the influence of Sasanian law, especially on Talmudic and Islamic law. Moreover, 
this text provides unique insights into everyday life in Sasanian Iran and into its 
social institutions, by documenting how legal matters were discussed and law 
was practised in the law courts. The text discusses complex hypothetical and ac-
tual legal cases and legal judgements in the areas of family law, property rights 
and procedural law, and was designed as a reference work for specialists who 
were familiar with both the legal system and its terminology. The system gradu-
ally broke down when in the course of the Islamization of Iran Zoroastrian law 
was replaced by Islamic law, and the Zoroastrian jurisdiction became restricted 
to family law and the rules regulating dealings with members of other religions. 
As a result, the knowledge and understanding of the Sasanian legal terminology 
gradually became obsolete and eventually fell entirely into oblivion (Macuch 
2012 a, p. 523 f.). Although other contemporary iranists have also made impor-
tant contributions to the study of Sasanian law, in particular the Russian (of 
Armenian origin) Anahit Perikhanian (1928–2012) and the Danish Bodil 
Hjerrild (b. 1942), it was Maria Macuch who noticed most clearly that the 
Pahlavi legal texts use a very precise and compact terminology that needs to be 
unlocked before these texts can be translated. She identified it as her two-fold 
task to define the exact meaning of the numerous technical terms found in the 
Zoroastrian legal texts, and on that basis to reconstruct the underlying system 
of Sasanian law, the unwritten code which is a constant point of reference for 
the Sasanian jurists, but which is nowhere set out in a systematic fashion in our 
extant sources. Three major subject areas are particularly prominent in her pub-
lications: Sasanian Zoroastrian law, comparative law and Iranian literature. Her 
works on Sasanian law focus on legal terminology, Zoroastrian family law and 
the legal system, while those on Iranian literatures cover both Zoroastrian and 
Classical Persian literature.
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Sasanian legal terminology
Maria Macuch’s studies on Zoroastrian legal terminology aim at unlocking 
and extracting the meanings and definitions of individual legal technical terms 
from the various contexts in which they occur. She identifies three types of 
source, all of which need to be employed for this undertaking (Macuch 2005 a, 
p. 375 f., 2012 a, pp. 519–525). The first are Pahlavi texts which are translations, 
commentaries or summaries of the Avesta. They include the Pahlavi versions of 
the Widēwdād and Hērbedestān, the Zand ī Fragard ī Juddēwdād which was 
rediscovered by Götz König (König 2010, p. 119), and the summary of the le-
gal Nasks of the Avesta in Book 8 of the Dēnkard. The second group consists of 
Pahlavi law books, or dādestān-nāmag. These texts are exclusively concerned 
with legal matters and must have been numerous in Sasanian times, although 
the only surviving sample is the Hazār Dādestān. To this category also belong 
original Pahlavi documents written on leather, cloth and other materials, since 
some of these have legal content (Macuch 2008 c), and the unique original court 
records from Tabarestān, on which Macuch has collaborated with Dieter 
 Weber (Macuch 2016 b, 2017 b). Written in Pahlavi cursive script and dating 
from 737 ce, the documents testify to the legal practice of the Sasanian juridicial 
system. They provide unprecedented insights into the work of the law courts in 
Tabarestān and how law cases were recorded and documented. The third type 
is the Pahlavi literature, in particular the Dādestān ī dēnīg, the Rivāyat ī Adur-
farnbay and Farnbag-Srōš, the Rivāyat ī Ēmēd ī Ašawahistān and other texts. 
Many of the Middle Persian legal terms originate from the Avesta and its trans-
lation and commentaries, the Zand while others come from the spoken language 
and have acquired a technical meaning in the legal context. Yet other technical 
terms were coined in the daily practice of the law courts (2005 a, p. 385; 2009 a, 
2010 b, p. 102 f.).

Macuch has published important editions of the Pahlavi version of chapters 
5 and 12 of the Hērbedestān, the only Avestan text with a Pahlavi Zand which 
discusses matters relating to the religious education of Zoroastrians in greater 
detail (Macuch 2009 b, 2009 c). The problems arising from the poor transmis-
sion of the text, which only survives in few manuscripts,4 are compounded by 
the elliptical style of the Pahlavi commentary and the discrepancies in certain 
passages between the Avestan text, its Pahlavi translation, and the longer com-
mentaries referring to the translated text. In spite of two relatively recent edi-
tions of this text, Macuch maintains that a great number of legal terms occur-
ring in it are still poorly understood.

She emphasizes that the Avesta constitutes the common foundation and 
constant point of reference of both Zoroastrian law and Zoroastrian religion. 
More over,  Zoroastrian priests were trained in both disciplines to be legal and 

4 For the transmission of the Hērbedestān, see Hintze 2009, p. 171 f.
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religious experts, rad and mowbed in one person.5 They had both juridicial and 
priestly authority, and their highest dignitaries were very influential at the top 
of the state’s administrative hierarchy. Many of the Sasanian legal terms were 
formed in pre-Sasanian, indeed Old Iranian times and reflect an older stage of 
 Zoroastrian law. Macuch illustrates this point with the Av. expression yō.hē 
pascaēta ‘who (succeeds) him afterwards’, which is quoted in MHD 21.4 and 
elsewhere in Pahlavi texts from a lost Av. context. The petrified Av. phrase is 
used as a general technical term to denote the legal successor of the paterfamil-
ias regardless of the successor’s gender and the form of succession involved. It 
retains, Macuch argues, the meaning of an earlier period predating the de-
velopment of the precise terminology which distinguishes between the direct 
succession of the ‘son according to the law’ (dādestān-pus) and the intermediary 
succession of the ‘daughter according to the law’ (dādestān-duxt), and which 
encodes the complex rules of succession as we know them from Sasanian times 
(Macuch 2003 b, p. 234; 2005 a, p. 377 f.; 2014 c, p. 86 f.).

While the Avesta and its Zand have always been the theoretical foundation of 
Sasanian law and the ties between law and religion have remained close through-
out the Sasanian period, Macuch argues that over the years jurisprudence grad-
ually developed into a discipline in its own right, detached from religion, as the 
law code and legal practice grew more complex and the language increasingly 
technical. As a result, towards the end of the Sasanian period the discipline of 
jurisprudence was only loosely connected with religion. Court procedures and 
decisions that deviated from the theoretical foundation of the Avesta and Zand 
were labelled pad kardag ‘according to practice’, while pad čāštag ‘according 
to doctrine’ designated the canonical law and its interpretation by priests and 
jurisconsults. Likewise, offences were divided into the two groups. One com-
prised ‘offences against opponents’ (wināh ī hamēmālān), which were commit-
ted against fellow Zoroastrians, and the other ‘offences against the soul’ (wināh 
ī ruwānīg), which were committed against religious norms and endangered the 
soul of the delinquent (Macuch 2003 a, p. 173 ff.; 2009 a, p. 181 f.; 2012 a, p. 520; 
2014 b, p. 50).

Among the many Pahlavi terms whose meaning Macuch has clarified is 
the compound pahikār-rad, which West translated as ‘magistrate in a dispute’. 
 Macuch 2002 a, however, argues that in this compound the component pahikār 
has the technical meaning of ‘legal dispute’. The compound pahikār-rad ac-
cordingly denotes a person ‘involved in a judicial dispute’, a ‘litigant’. Moreover, 
she shows that it contrasts with a-pahikār-rad, which denotes a person who 
exercises the law himself without engaging in a judicial dispute. She identifies 
the antonymic pair as indicating the transition from the personal private law 
of blood feud and retaliation, to the formation of legal institutions at the early 

5 Macuch 2014 b, p. 51 provides a succinct survey of the different functions of a rad in 
Sasanian society.
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stages of the development of jurisprudence in Zoroastrian society. Another 
example of her detailed study of individual words is the examination of the 
Pahlavi term adwadād. She argues that its semantic range comprises not only 
the offence of ‘abandoning (a person) on the road’, which is the meaning of the 
term’s Av. ancestor aδβadāiti-, but also the shortage of food and drink, and the 
offences of failing in one’s duty to provide food and drink to a person or an 
animal, or fuel to the sacred fire, or spiritual nourishment to a pupil ( Macuch 
2012 a, pp. 524–536; 2012 b). Macuch’s refined understanding of Pahlavi le-
gal technical terms has also benefited the interpretation of the Pahlavi model 
contract of a pādixšāy-marriage, which is transmitted in the unique codex MK 
( Macuch 2007). Although the contract is dated 1278 ce and belongs to a time 
when jurisdiction of Zoroastrian communities was virtually confined to  family 
law, Macuch argues that Sasanian technical terminology is used with full 
knowledge of all its legal implications. The article is an outstanding example of 
how the precise definitions of individual technical terms helps us to understand 
the text in the wider context of Sasanian jurisdiction. For example, she argues 
that the clause pad rāh ī stūrīh (ud) ayōgānīh in § 2 means neither “by way of 
guardianship and submission” (MacKenzie) nor “… by way of being either 
a ‘trustee’ or an ‘obligee’ ” (Perikhanian) but “by way of substitute succes-
sion (stūrīh) (or) intermediary succession (ayōgānīh)”. The paragraph, Macuch 
concludes, states that the pādixšāy-bride transfers her reproductive capacity as 
both a stūr and an ayōgēn from her birth-family to the family of the bridegroom 
(Macuch 2007, pp. 186, 193–195).

Zoroastrian family law

In a range of studies on Zoroastrian family law, Macuch emphasizes the im-
portance of the Zoroastrian religious ideas, promoted by the priesthood, which 
under pin the practice of marriage and inheritance in Sasanian Iran. She argues 
that the priesthood asserted and cemented its power in the state and its influ-
ence on the laity, by linking religious obligations with the social need and nat-
ural desire to preserve the basic structure of the family and of kinship groups. 
The entire system, she argues, served the dual purpose of maintaining the family 
property and of producing a male heir and successor. While the former is mo-
tivated by the material interests of powerful descent groups, the clergy and no-
bility in particular, the latter is underpinned by the society’s patrilineal system 
and the religious doctrine that after death the soul of a man is unable to cross 
the bridge that connects this world and the next (Činwad Bridge) unless he has 
a male heir and successor whose duty it is to perform the death ceremonies 
for the soul of the deceased (2003 b, pp. 235–236). The purpose of the Sasanian 
system of marriage is to ensure that it is virtually impossible for a man to die 
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without leaving a son behind. Macuch maintains that the main reason for the 
overwhelming number of fictive ties lies in the obligation to ensure the conti-
nuity of a man’s lineage (nāmburdārīh) and the performance of religious cere-
monies in his name (nāmgānīh).6 Kinship practice and religion are thus linked 
together. Although such kinship practices are also found elsewhere, perhaps no 
other society has developed such a complex and elaborate system of constructed 
kinship to prevent the extinction of the male line. Showing the extent to which 
the two areas of inheritance law and family law are interrelated, Macuch recon-
structs the complex Sasanian family structures as she extrapolates them from 
the Pahlavi legal texts.

Each Zoroastrian man was under the obligation to marry and have children 
and each woman was obliged to make her reproductive capacities available to 
the extended family. In the Pahlavi texts, endogamy and incest are promoted 
as the ideal means of keeping the family (paywand) ‘pure’ and guaranteeing 
the continuation of the race (tōhmag) of the Mazdaworshippers. The technical 
term xwēdōdah, which is absent from the Thousand Judgements, denotes var-
ious kinds of endogamous alliances, including those within the nuclear fam-
ily ( Macuch 2010 a). While the Zoroastrian priesthood promoted xwēdōdah, 
Macuch finds evidence suggesting that there were reservations among lay-
people concerning incestuous alliances between members of the nuclear family 
( Macuch 1991 b, p. 151 f.). One of the strategies used by the priests to make 
them a reality were temporary marriages, which were dissolved after a contrac-
tually agreed period of time (Macuch 1991 b, p. 153; 2006, p. 593 f.). The insti-
tution of temporary marriage, Macuch argues, was an integral part of Sasanian 
family law. In particular, she argues that temporary marriage provided addi-
tional options for procuring offspring, and was a means of using the female 
reproductive capacities to the full in the service of a patrilineal society. The 
general acceptance of incestuous alliances within the nuclear family is a funda-
mental prerequisite for the development of the elaborate system of intermedi-
ary succession (ayōgēnīh) and substitute succession (stūrīh), in which real and 
fictive incestuous ties and consanguinity were key factors (2003 b, pp. 236–238). 
Every Zoroastrian woman was obliged to act as ayōgēn or stūr when requested 
and enter a time-limited marriage in order to produce offspring for her deceased 
father, brother or husband (1995, pp. 153–155; 2006, p. 594 f.).

Macuch 2014 c examines four epic narratives of Ardaxšēr’s genealogy in the 
light of Zoroastrian family law. In order to be accepted as a legitimate succes-
sor of the Achaemenid dynasty, Ardaxšēr had to be genetically linked to Sāsān 
while at the same time belonging to the line of his official father Pābag. With the 

6 The meaning and function of the term nāmgānīh has been elucidated by Klingen-
schmitt 1971, pp. 145–150. Deriving the noun with suffix -yh from an adj. *nʾmkʾn 
‘belonging to the name, being in relation to the name’, he argues that nāmgānīh denotes 
the death ritual.
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exception of aṭ-Ṭabarī’s account, which is clearly patrilineal (grand father Sāsān, 
father Pābag, son Ardaxšēr), in the versions of the Kārnāmag, Agathias and 
the Bundahišn genetic ties between Sāsān and Pābag are constructed through 
Ardaxšēr’s mother. The latter is either the daughter/wife of Pābag (Kārnāmag, 
Agathias) or the daughter of Sāsān ( Bundahišn). In the various scenarios of Ar-
daxšēr’s descent, Macuch argues, the most interesting feature is that the con-
structions of Ardaxšēr’s Achaemenid descent are based on Sasanian legal prac-
tice and involve the female line in a patrilineal society.

Macuch emphasizes the significance of the system of Zoroastrian family 
law for our understanding of the social and political history of Sasanian Iran 
( Macuch 1995). A case in point is her work on the legal implications of the 
revolt of Mazdak (2015 b). Discussing the movement from the point of view of 
the accusations, preserved in the Dēnkard, made against the revolutionary by 
the Zoro astrian priesthood, she argues that when accusing the Mazdakites of 
overthrowing the complex rules of property and inheritance, the priests use 
precise legal terminology. She interprets this as indicating that the relevant pas-
sages (Dk 3.5.1–2 and 7.7.22–25) derive from an earlier Middle Persian text of 
the Sasanian period itself. Although the Dēnkard passages are short, the precise 
legal terminology used by the priests, and the accusations they make, speak of 
the existential threat which the movement posed to the Sasanian state. For by 
undermining all branches of jurisprudence and the institutions of marriage and 
inheritance, the Mazdakites attacked the very foundations of Sasanian society 
(1995, pp. 151 f., 165 f.).

The Sasanian legal system
Identifying the technical terms and meticulously studying their form and func-
tion constitutes the essential prerequisite for reconstructing the Sasanian law 
code. Maria Macuch explains her methodology as follows (Hintze 2014, p. 6):

From there [i. e. the study of the technical vocabulary] I proceed to putting the 
terms together into a system, trying to work out how they relate to one another. 
I aim at reconstructing the underlying legal system bit by bit, the unwritten code 
which is a constant point of reference for the Sasanian jurists but which nowhere 
in our extant sources is set out in a systematic fashion.

She presents her reconstruction of the Sasanian legal system in articles on 
 “Vor islamisches iranisches Recht” (2013 a) and on “Law in Pre-Modern Zoro-
astrianism” (2015 c), and, as major contributions to the Encyclopaedia Iranica, 
in entries on “Charitable Foundations” (1991 a), “Inheritance” (2005 b), and, 
especially, on “Sasanian Legal System” (2009 a). The most comprehensive 
discussion of the Sasanian legal system are her Ehsan Yarshater Lectures on 
 Sasanian Law in its Social Context, delivered in the University of California 
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at Los  Angeles in November 2015. Arguing that the legal institutions were 
instrumental in consolidating the social status and power of Sasanian élites, 
notably the Zoroastrian clergy and the Iranian aristocracy, she discusses the 
Sasanian legal sources and instruments of law, kinship ties and fictive alliances, 
property and inheritance, civil and criminal proceedings, and the Sasanian law 
and other legal systems in general. The eventual publication of these lectures, 
which is currently under preparation, is bound to constitute a major milestone 
in the study of Sasanian law.

Comparative law
In the study of comparative law, Macuch’s research focuses on the relation be-
tween Zoroastrian Sasanian law, on the one hand, and Roman, Jewish, Eastern 
Christian, Byzantine and Islamic law, on the other. “There are certainly differ-
ences between Sasanian law and the legal systems of other cultures,” she states 
(Hintze 2014, p. 6), “in particular with regard to family law, inheritance and 
succession, but I also detect similarities.” For example, in the field of property 
law, Macuch compares the Iranian distinction between ‘ownership’ (xwēšīh) 
and ‘possession, holding, tenure’ (dārišn) with the distinction between do-
minium, proprietas ‘ownership’ and possessio ‘possession, holding, tenure’ in 
 Roman law, although she also notes differences (Macuch 2008 b, p. 129 f.; 2015 d, 
p. 248 f.). Moreover, by adducing a parallel from Roman law she elucidates the 
Pahlavi term dastwar. Previously it was widely thought that the term, which 
means ‘authority, priest, minister’ in non-technical language, denotes a ‘lawyer’ 
or an ‘advocate’ in a general sense in legal contexts. However, the word’s techni-
cal meaning had remained unrecognized. Through comparison with the func-
tion of Latin auctor in ancient Roman law, Macuch has been able to establish 
that in addition to the non-technical meaning, dastwar also has two technical 
meanings. In the context of property law it denotes ‘a person who holds the 
entitlement’ to the substance, income and disposal of a certain object, while in 
procedural law it designates the ‘legal predecessor’. The latter is a person who 
in a lawsuit guarantees that an object he previously owned or possessed did not 
belong to a third party and was transmitted legally to the defendant (Macuch 
1988, 2005 a, p. 384 f.; 2008 b, p. 134 f.; 2010 b, p. 105 f.; 2015 d, p. 249 f.).

During ca. 1,200 years of the Achaemenid, Parthian and Sasanian periods 
Jews in Babylonia lived under Iranian rule in close proximity to Zoroastrians. 
The importance of the Iranian legal sources for understanding the Babylonian 
Talmud, the chief source for Jewish law and theology, is increasingly appreci-
ated by scholars, one of the foremost among them being Maria Macuch. This 
new evaluation is in stark contrast to Jacob Neusner’s conclusion that Jews 
in Babylonia were little, if at all, influenced by the surrounding heterogeneous 



184 Almut Hintze

cultural environment (Macuch 2010 b, p. 101). A substantial part of  Macuch’s 
work deals with the interactions of Zoroastrians and Babylonian Jews as re-
flected in the Babylonian Talmud. The latter employs a large number of Iranian 
loan words and loan translations taken from both everyday speech and the tech-
nical vocabulary of Iranian jurisprudence. Macuch 1999 and 2002 b argues that 
the Rabbis were familiar with the technical meaning of Iranian legal terms and 
used them in the same way as their Iranian counterparts. As a result, Iranian 
technical terms are as little explained in the Babylonian Talmud as they are 
in the Iranian legal texts. A case in point is the term dast war, whose meaning 
Macuch has elucidated with reference to Latin auctor, as discussed above, and 
its derivative dastwarīh. The latter term occurs as an Iranian loan word in two 
passages of the Babylonian Talmud and cannot be understood without consid-
ering the Iranian sources, from where it was borrowed.  Macuch 2008 b, p. 135 f. 
argues that in the Babylonian Talmud dastwarīh denotes the ‘entitlement’ to the 
substance or income of a certain object and the power of its disposal, and is used 
with the same technical meaning which the term has in Sasanian property law.

During the second half of the first millennium ce a sizeable Christian com-
munity existed in Persis, with most of its members possessing a family back-
ground of conversion from Zoroastrianism. These Middle- Persian speaking 
Christians had their own law book, the Corpus Iuris, which was compiled in 
Pahlavi by the archbishop of Persis, Jesubōxt, in the eighth century ce for the 
local Christian community. The work was translated into Syriac under the East 
Syrian patriarch Timotheos I. (727–823 ce), who was Catholicos of the Church 
of the East in 780–823 ce. Only the Syriac version survives to the present day, 
whereas the Pahlavi original is lost. The significance of Jesubōxt’s Corpus Iuris 
for our knowledge of Sasanian law was already noted by Eduard Sachau, its 
editor and translator (Sachau 1914). In an article published in the Festschrift 
for her father, Maria argues that the Syriac translation of Pahlavi legal terms 
is very precise, and that the translator makes every effort to find the equivalent 
expression in Syriac without using the Pahlavi word (1989, p. 150). There are, 
however, rare occasions when the Pahlavi term is not translated but transliter-
ated in Syriac script. One of them is abēsaxwanīh, to which the entire chapter 
6 of the Corpus Iuris is dedicated. Macuch links the Pahlavi word of the Syr-
iac text with hitherto unnoticed attestations in the Thousand Judgements and 
defines its meaning as ‘waiving of claims’ (“Anspruchsverzicht”, 1989, p. 157). 
Pointing out that the Corpus Iuris provides the key to our understanding of this 
term with regard to both its phonetic reading and its definition, she concludes 
that in the Hazār Dādestān the term chiefly occurs in contexts dealing with 
the law of obligations (“Schuldrecht”), while the meaning is more general in the 
Corpus Iuris, where it chiefly but not exclusively occurs in contexts concerned 
with the law of inheritance.

Macuch argues that the law code of the Persian Christians is based on 
 Zoroastrian law, with the exception of Zoroastrian marriage law with its con-
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sanguineous and levirate marriages, which are vehemently rejected. She finds a 
clue for how deeply the law of the Persian Christians is rooted in Zoroastrian 
law in the same groupings of offspring. The categories of children denoted in 
the Corpus Iuris by Syriac (1) b-nāmusā ‘according to law’, (2) b-kyānā ‘accord-
ing to nature’, and (3) b-qūbālā ‘through adoption’ correspond exactly to the 
Zoroastrian categories (1) dādestān-pus/duxt ‘son/daughter according to law’, 
(2) frazand ī tanīg-zād ‘natural offspring’ and (3) pus/duxt ī padīriftag ‘adopted 
son/daughter’ (Macuch 2003 b, p. 242 f.). The Syriac terms translate the Pahlavi 
ones and the Zoroastrian groupings of offspring are retained in the laws of the 
Persian Christians. Likewise, the evaluation of different types of seals found 
in Jesubōxt corresponds to that of the Hazār Dādestān (Macuch 1997, p. 84 f.; 
2010 b, p. 104).

Macuch 2014 b is an intriguing study of the charges brought by Zoroastrian 
priests against Mār Ābā, the catholicos of the Church of the East in 540–552 
and a Zoroastrian convert to Christianity. Probably of aristocratic descent, he 
served as a major state official under Husraw I Anōšagruwān (ruled 531–579). 
That Mār Ābā had the legalistic mindset of a Zoroastrian jurisconsult emerges 
from the way he refutes Zoroastrian marriage customs in his Syriac tractate on 
marriage laws, edited and translated by Sachau 1914, pp. 255–285. This work 
includes a discussion of twenty types of conjugal alliances which were permit-
ted by Zoroastrian law, but forbidden by Mār Ābā. Macuch notes that Mār 
Ābā’s description of Zoroastrian marriage alliances fully accords with what we 
know from the Pahlavi legal literature, but surpasses the latter in detail. More-
over, she argues that by attacking individual Zoroastrian marriage customs, Mār 
Ābā critically undermined the legal institutions that upheld them, in particu-
lar ayōgēnīh ‘intermediary successorship’ and stūrīh ‘substitute successor ship’, 
which constituted the backbone of the Sasanian social system (2014 b, pp. 52–54). 
Consequently, he was prosecuted by the mowbedān mowbed, the head of the 
Zoroastrian clergy and judiciary, and charged with high treason which was 
‘worthy of death’ (margarzān).

Comparing the legal status of pious foundations in the Byzantine and 
 Sasanian empires, Macuch 2004 detects a range of parallels, almost all of which 
are later also found in the laws that govern the establishment and management 
of Islamic charitable foundations, or waqf. Both Byzantine and Sasanian law 
distinguish between public and private foundations. These foundations had an 
inalienable endowment the income of which was used to cover the running costs 
of the establishment. While in Byzantine law the legal owner of public pious 
foundations was the Church, in the case of Zoroastrian fire foundations it was 
the fire itself (xwēšīh ī ātaxš ‘ownership of the fire’, p. 194). Certain fire-temples 
had huge possessions and played a significant role in the economy of Sasanian 
Iran. Macuch argues that Shiite Islamic charitable foundations are strikingly 
similar to religious charitable foundations of the Sasanian period, the most 
 salient feature being a shared underlying structure. This includes the view that 
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property consists of two parts: the substance (bun ‘principle’) and the increase 
(bar ‘fruit’). At the root of this distinction lies the Sasanian requirement that 
the endowment, which is the substance, is inalienable and cannot be changed 
or spent. The distinction between the notions of bun and bar is deeply tied up 
with the Zoroastrian system of inheritance and succession and is also found in 
Talmudic law (Macuch 2015 d). Likewise, in Shiite Islam the institution de-
signated with the Arabic term waqf represents fixed, inalienable property, while 
the interest or gain from this property may be spent and is at the disposal of the 
heirs and successors (Macuch 1994, 2009 d).

The institution of temporary marriage, which Macuch has shown to have 
been an integral part of Sasanian family law, is also found up to the present day, 
as a distinct legal institution of a special form of marriage in Twelver Shiite ju-
risprudence, where it is called mut‘a ‘enjoyment’ and ṣīġ e in Arabic and Persian 
sources respectively. Such a union may last between one hour and 99 years. Its 
practice is confined to Shiites in Iran and is not found among the Shiites outside 
Iran, while Sunni legal experts reject it as alien to Islamic law. Children born of 
the mut‘a are considered to be legitimate children of the father. Macuch argues 
that temporary marriage adopted into Shiite jurisprudence has its origin in the 
Sasanian tradition. She supports this view with parallels which she identifies 
between different types of temporary marriage in Sasanian Iran and the Shi-
ite mut‘a and concludes that these parallel are unlikely to be accidental (Ma-
cuch 1985, 2006, p. 585 f.). She also argues that the law of succession in Shiʿite 
juris prudence is based to a considerable degree on Zoroastrian customary law 
( Macuch 2017 a). That Zoroastrian Sasanian law continued to be practised in 
Iran at least during the first two centuries of the Islamic period has been con-
firmed by the unique Tabarestān court records, whose legal context is examined 
by Macuch 2016 b and 2017 b.

Iranian literature
Maria Macuch has provided two valuable surveys of Pre-Islamic Iranian lit-
eratures (2009 e and 2013 b). While women are usually represented in Pahlavi 
literature as lacking intellectual capacities that go beyond the standard religious 
knowledge, Macuch 2009 f discusses an episode related in the Hazār Dādestān 
that deviates from this stereotype. The story involves three women sitting at 
the roadside and engaging men passing by in a discussion about complex legal 
problems which, however, remain unsolved. Although the questions they raise 
are real questions, Macuch argues that the woman represent a literary topos of 
symbolic rather than real persons. In demonstrating the limits of the discipline 
of law to the learned jurisconsults, they embody the enigmatic side of the disci-
pline of jurisprudence.
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Macuch examines the representation of the Turcs in Pahlavi literature 
against the background of the Zoroastrian world-view (Macuch 2016 a), and 
the search for and experiences with God in Persian Sufi poetry (Macuch 
2000). Her works on Persian poetry also include a study of the imagery in Per-
sian mystical poetry (Macuch 1998) and of the pre-Islamic roots of  Firdausi’s 
Šāhnāme (Macuch 2011 a and 2012 c). In the latter article, which was pub-
lished in German and in English, she points out that the Šāhnāme not only 
draws on Iranian traditions of individual figures, but also promotes Zoro-
astrian concepts and values, including the opposition between Good and Evil, 
truth and lie, and the concept of the legitimate, righteous ruler. The latter 
is defined by the king’s patrilineal descent from the ruling dynasty and the 
possession of the aureole of kingship, the xwarrah, the king’s charisma that is 
awarded to him by God.

Other academic achievements
For more than twenty years until her retirement in 2015, Maria Macuch taught 
Iranian Studies at the Institut für Iranistik of the Freie Universität Berlin with a 
focus on Middle and New Persian languages and literature. She was supported 
in her work by a competent team of colleagues, including  Farifteh Tafakolli, 
Feryad Omar, Götz König, Iris Colditz and Maryam Mameghanian- 
Prenzlow. Many of us, students and colleagues alike, have benefited not only 
from her immense scholarship but also from her friendship and unstinting sup-
port. Thus, soon after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, she arranged for Wer-
ner Sundermann to become an Honorary Professor of the Freie Universität to 
share his profound knowledge of Mani chaeism and Iranian languages with the 
students. Several years later she made the same arrangements for Werner Sun-
dermann’s successor at the Berlin- Brandenburg Academy of Sciences, Des-
mond  Durkin-Meisterernst. Together with the latter and other colleagues, 
she set up a structured three-year doctoral programme “Languages and Cul-
tures of the Silk Road” at the Berliner Antike- Kolleg for PhD candidates in 
the fields of Iranian, Turkish and Central Asian Studies, and East Asian Art, 
enlisting the enormous resources of academic experts and source materials at 
the Berlin-Brandenburgische Akademie der Wissen schaften, especially the Tur-
fan Studies project, the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, the Humboldt Universität, 
the Freie Universität, the Deutsche Archäo logische Institut and the Staatliche 
Museen zu Berlin. Moreover, to gether with colleagues of the Freie Universi-
tät, she participated in the collaborative research project “ Episteme in move-
ment” (“Episteme in Bewegung”), which gave Iris Colditz and  Benjamin 
Jokisch the opportunity to carry out research projects on the interactions be-
tween Zoro astrian and Islamic law. Furthermore, Maria  Macuch has secured 
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external funding for individual research projects and their publication in her 
series Iranica. Successful projects include the work of Dieter Weber on Ber-
liner Pahlavi- Dokumente ( Iranica 15), of David  Buyaner on the Patet texts of 
the Khorde Avesta ( Iranica 22) and of Miguel Ángel Andrés- Toledo on the 
Pahlavi Widēwdād (Iranica 23). All these activities, both within Iranian Studies 
and on an inter disciplinary level, have greatly contributed to the high stand-
ing which Iranian Studies at the Freie Universität enjoy both nationally and 
internationally. Being fully aware that it was nevertheless not to be taken for 
granted that Old and  Middle  Iranian Studies would continue to be covered at 
the University after her retirement, she successfully made every effort to defend 
the interests of our subject. With the appointment of her successor, Alberto 
Cantera, the continuity of Old and Middle Iranian Studies in Berlin has been 
secured at least for the foreseeable future.

To date 26 volumes have been published in the series Iranica, which  Maria 
Macuch founded in 1993 and which she now co-edits with Alberto  Cantera. 
The wide range of topics covered includes editions of Avestan and Middle  Persian 
texts, studies of Iranian grammar, religion and society, conference  volumes, 
festschrifts and memorial volumes. Layout and typesetting of the  volumes 
are taken care of at the Institut für Iranistik and, since the series’s inception 
have been the responsibility of Claudius Naumann, and in recent years also 
of Tatsiana Harting. Made to high specifications in outer appearance, and 
with high academic standards in their contents, the volumes constitute impor-
tant contributions to Iranian Studies and are highly regarded internationally, 
with many libraries around the globe holding standing subscriptions. More-
over,  Maria Macuch has served as co-editor of a Festschrift (Macuch 1989), 
a memorial volume (Macuch 2007), a collective work on Pre-Islamic Iranian 
literature (Macuch 2009 e) and a conference volume (Macuch 2011 b).

Maria Macuch is a member of a wide range of academic and professional 
organisations, including the Corpus Inscriptionum Iranicarum, the Deutsche 
Morgenländische Gesellschaft, the Advisory Board of the Orient-Okzident-
Gesellschaft, and the Societas Iranologica Europaea, where she served as presi-
dent from 2003 to 2007. In 2013 she was elected an Honorary Fellow of the 
Ancient India and Iran Trust (Cambridge, England).
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