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The literary tradition of Middle Iranian is rooted in the Aramaic clerical tradition of the Achaemenid 
Empire. Throughout the Iranian-speaking parts of the empire, it is possible to find traces of writing in 
Aramaic script in the Achaemenid and post-Achaemenid period. In the Hellenistic and post-Hellenistic 
period, the development to written forms of Middle Persian, Parthian, Sogdian and Khwarezmian can 
be observed. In Bactria, the Aramaic tradition was abandoned in the Kushan period in favour of an 
adaptation of the Greek script, which was present in the Iranian-speaking world since the conquests 
of Alexander and the Seleucids. Further to the east, the Saka dialects of Khotanese and Tumshuqese 
were reduced to writing using varieties of the Brahmi script imported from India. In the early Sasanian 
period, the Manichaean script, developed from Syriac, is also adapted to write Middle Iranian idioms 
in the Manichaean religious communities. 

The documents known in these languages and scripts range from official and private inscriptions to 
administrative documents, religious Manichaean, Buddhist, Zoroastrian, Christian and other texts, 
literary works and short legends on coins and seals. Despite the often scattered and fragmentary 
nature of these texts and their uneven distribution along lines of chronology, language and medium, 
they form a fascinating corpus that allows the observation of the formation and subsequent 
development of diverse literary traditions. 

This talk traces the development of Middle Iranian literacy against its historical background. It explains 
when and where written Middle Iranian appears and what the political, social and cultural conditions 
were in which written documents appear. It attempts to find an understanding for the presence and 
absence of writing in Middle Iranian by discussing the form, content and medium of written documents 
in each language.  


