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The first reference to the word “brain” dates back 
to 1700 BC. In papyri found in ancient Egypt, the 
word “brain” appears eight times. In this papyrus, 
the history and symptoms of two patients that 
suffered from brain damage and trauma are 
discussed.1 

We know that the inhabitants of the Iranian 
continental plateau were familiar with the brain. 
The presence of the skull of a 13-year-old girl with 
hydrocephalus who had undergone skull surgery 
found in the burnt city from 4800 years ago2 
indicates these inhabitants’ acquaintance with the 
brain. Other findings such as the first artificial eye, 
the world’s first animation, or a ruler found in the 
burnt city indicate the possibility that this 
civilization was also familiar with the brain 
function.3 Nonetheless, there is no evidence that 
the word “brain” is directly mentioned. There are 
a few unreadable tablets left from the tribes living 
on the continental plateau. There is no mention of 
the word “brain” in the Elamite tablets, more of 

which have been found and read. Moreover, there 
is nothing about brain or its function in the 
Achaemenid inscriptions. Of course, exploration in 
this field must continue, because many of these 
tablets and inscriptions have not been read yet. 
Determining when the first reference to the word 
“brain” was made in the Iranian continental 
plateau can be of great significance in terms of the 
history of medicine and neuroscience. Mihr Yašt is 
one of the Yašts considered part of the Avesta. 
According to Christensen’s research,4 this Yašt 
should belong to the beginning of the Achaemenid 
dynasty, about 2500 years ago. This long Yašt 
comprises 146 stanzas in total that praise the god 
Mihr and names various organs of the body; 
however, the point of our attention is the reference 
to the word “brain” in the 72nd stanza: “He cuts to 
pieces everything at once, mingling together on the 
ground the bones, the hair, the brains, and the 
blood of men false to the contract”.5 
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In praise of Mihr and his victories, this 
paragraph states that Varharam Izad, created in 
the form of a boar with sharp, iron claws, moved 
in front of Mihr, cut the treaty-breaking enemy into 
pieces, and dropped all his organs, including his 
brain, on the ground. This is the first reference to 
the word “brain” in texts related to the Iranian 
continental plateau. The Avestan word used for 
“brain” is “mastarəynasča”,5 which is a cognate 
with the word “mazga” in the Avestan language. 
The word "brain" that is used today is derived from 
the same Avestan word “mazga”, which is derived 
itself from the Indo-European word “moz-g-o-”, 
meaning knot.6 

This suggests that this word has an  
Indo-European origin and was used much earlier 
than it was used in Mihr Yašt.7 As stated, the word 
“brain” is derived from the word “moz-g-o-”, 
which means knot. The analogy between the brain 
and a node reminds us of another important point: 
when a rope is tied, one part will be straight, and 
another will be raised, i.e., a knot. The combination 
of knot and rope reminds us of the combination of 
brain and spinal cord (Figure 1). Thus, the spinal 
cord is like a rope that is tied at the top and forms 
the brain. This analogy clearly shows why the 
word “brain” is derived from a word which mainly 
means knot. 

As mentioned, much more research in this field 
is needed, and perhaps further findings will 
ascribe the reference to the brain and nervous 

system in the continental plateau to an older time. 
 

 
Figure 1. Similarities between the combination of knot 

and rope and the combination of brain and spinal cord 
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