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Abstract

Zoroastrians have long been called 1fire-worshippers1; but 

the question remains why only they should be termed so, since 

veneration of fire has been a wide-spread custom in the world, 

and since moreover the Zoroastrians themselves venerate not only 

fire, but other natural objects alsoo The particular character­

istics of the Zoroastrian veneration of fire can be defined as 

follows: first, because they emphasise the purity of fire, they

avoid as far as possible any contamination even of the hearth-fire® 

.Second, they place a sacred fire, especially established and per­

petually maintained, in a temple, and make offerings of three kinds, 

fuel, incense and fat, to it itself®

However, if these particularities are considered as reasons 

for naming Zoroastrians 1 fire-worshipx^ers ' , the second one needs 

to be re-examined, for Zoroaster himself did not mention temple 

fires, and the concept of the temple fire is not found even in the 

later Avesta® According to Greek writers, the Persians in early 

Achaemenian times apxoear not to have had a temple cult. Neverthe­

less, some time in the fourth century B.C., possibly in the reign 

of Artaxerxes II, the temple cult of fire seems to have been est­

ablished, perhaps in reaction to the image cult of Anahita. Since 

that time, the temple cult of fire has occupied a central part in 

Zoroastrian observance.

The development of this cult can be traced from archaeological 

evidence, such as sux’viving fire altars and their representations 

on seals, coins and tomb-reliefs, and also from temple remains® 

There is also the evidence of the Pahlavi books, and the living 

Zoroastrian tradition®
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Chapter L  Theological points of Zoroaster’s 

faith with regard to fire

The main sources for knowledge of Zoroaster are his oxrn

prayer (the Ahuna Vai r y o )1 and his hymns (the Gathas). From

these it can be learnt that he was an Iranian, who probably lived
2in very ancient times, well before 1000 B.C. He reformed the 

ancient Indo-Iranian religion, according to a revelation sent to 

him by Ahura Mazda. As the Iranians had not acquired the art of 

writing in those days, they transmitted Zoroaster’s words orally

in his own language from generation to generation. The Gathas
— 3came to form seventeen sections (ha*s) of the Yasna liturgy , and

thus were included in the Ave s t a , the Zoroastrian sacred book which

was finally written down in the Avestan script during the Sasanian

period. Thanks to the survival of these hymns, it is possible to

a certain extent to trace Zoroaster's oxm thoughts directly.

The prophet's fundamental concepts were based on dualism, and

he understood the existing world as a battlefield for the fight

between two uncreated Beings, good and evil, Ahura Mazda and his

adversary, the Hostile Spirit, Angra Mainyu. 'In the beginning

(there were) the txvro spirits... the good and the evil in thought,
. *» . V ” v v — — .word and deed' (ta mainyu *paouruye... manahica vacahica shyaothanox

hi vahyo a k a m c a , Y.30«3)° When ’these two spirits met, first they

created life and non - l i f e ’ (ta ham mainyu... jasaet'g? m paourvim dazde
esp* • y * *  mam m  V *gaem ca ajyait l m c a , Y.3 0 . ^ ) . Thus Ahura Mazda was comprehended, to

be the creator of life and of the whole world.. The Creation of the
Aworld, described in detail in the Pahlavi B u ndahishn, was carried 

out in seven stages; first the sky (asman- ) , made of stone; next 

water (ajo-*) and third the earth (zam- ) . Then plants (urvara-) came



7o
and then animals, 'originating in the uniquely-created Bull (gav

aevo.data-)o Sixth was Man, Gayo.mar3 tan- , the primeval First Man*

And lastly, both existing in itself and pervading and animating all

Creation, fire (atar-) was formed.

Each creation, it seems, was brought into being by, and was

under the guardianship of, one of a group of great divine B e i n g s ,

the seven Am as ha Spantas (Bounteous Immortals).. The sky was assigned

to Xshathra (Dominion), water to Haurvatat (V/holeness), the earth

to Armaiti (Devotion), plants to Amaratat (Life), animals to Vohu

Manah (Good Thought), men to Spanta Mainyu (Bounteous Spirit), that

is Ahura Mazda himself, and fire to Asha (Righteousness).

The world, thus created by Ahura Mazda, is controlled by a s h a ,
/ 3 » •the principle of order and righteousness. Asha/rta is a very imp-

ortant concept for the Iranians and Indians. It v/as originally
6conceived as an 'impersonal force1 and neuter principle, maintain­

ing the regularity of the world. Everything in the v/orld is subject 

to its fixed rule, from the movement of the sun, moon, stars and 

such things in nature to m a n ’s way of life, sacrificial procedures, 

and private and social morals. In other words, every aspect of the

v/orld is organised and exists through asha/rta.* r "
It v/as Zoroaster, it seems, who first conceived of a divinity

Asha, guardian of the principle a s h a , and placed him among the seven

Amasha Spuntas. As a divinity, Asha v/as the most often invoked of

all by Zoroaster, but the concept of the still impersonal principle

survived. Asha shows the 'righteous' way, not only at the universal

level but also on the small-scale or inner level, that is social,
7moral and sacrificial. An ashavan is a man who follows the v/ay 

shown by Asha and leads his life as it should be led if the hostile 

beings do not intervene. The Drug is a Being opposed to Asha, the



pagan principle drug having been the negative to the principle 

a s h a , a force destructive to the v/orld.

As we have seen in the Creation-myth, fire v/as held to be 

present in all creation, as v/ell as existing as visible fire itself.

The sky has the fiery sun, and the earth has many individual fires*
8Even water has a connection v/ith fire , much more so all living 

things, men, animals and plants* To live means to have a life- 

force which animates the living things as they breathe and grow and 

change* This life-force is understood as fire* Fire blessed the

one who sacrificed to him, saying: 'may an active mind and act’ive
— nu — v — .life be with you' (upa thwa varazvatca mano varezvatica haxshoit

anguha , Y * 62 * 3.0 ) *

Since life is controlled by the principle asha under the divin­

ity Asha, and since the link between life and fire is clear, the 

relation of Asha/asha with fire is one of the most important con­

cepts at the centre of Zoroaster's thought. He regarded fire as a 

constant reminder of Asha, saying as follows:

'Then to your fire, at the giving of reverence, 

truly as long as I shall be able, I shall think 

of Asha'

(at a thwahmai athre ratam namangho ashahya raa, 

yavat isai_, rnanyai, Y.^3°9)«

According to the Gathas, 'the holiest spirit', that is Ahura Mazda, 

the Creator of life, 'chose asha for h i m s e l f  (v a r a t a . * * ash3m 

mainyush sp^ n i s h t o , Y*30*3)* In this respect the trio of a s h a , Asha 

and fire stand obviously on the side of the Creator, Ahura Mazda, 

in the Creation and in the continuance of its 'spsnta' nature*

The concept of a general last judgment may first have been
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apprehended by Zoroaster among mankind. He, as the prophet of 

a just and rational religion needed the doctrine of an ultimate 

reward for good deeds. Moreover, in his understanding of this 

v/orld as the battlefield between two Spirits, good and evil, he 

prophesied the final victory of the good God, and needed a general 

judgment in order that people should be chosen for the kingdom of 

Ahura Mazda. This concept of Doomsday must have been a very effec­

tive and impressive element in his preaching.

The selection of the righteous is to be made by the ordeal of 

passing through molten metal (ayah xshusta). For them, this will 

be only a pleasant path, but for the e g i l , it will give great pain 

and lead to destruction. The use of molten metal at this last 

ordeal is characteristic of Zoroastrianism, and fire then plays an 

important role too. As it is asked: 'what is the reward which you 

shall grant to two parties (i.e. ashavan and drugvan) by your 

blazing fire, Oh Mazda, by molten metal?' (yam *xshnutc>m ranoibya 

da thwa athra suxra mazda ayangha x s h u s t a , Y.51-9)* the relation­

ship of fire with Doomsday is obvious. But there exists no image 

in the Gathas of evil being burned directly by fire, or of fire 

purifying evil. The only implied physical work of the fire is that 

it melts the metal v/ith its heat; and in Y«51*9* the reference to 

fire seems less to physical fire than to fire as a symbol of the 

virtue by which men may be saved. "The reward (will be) to the 

asha v a n 1 (savasa ashavabyo, Y.3 0 - H )  » and the ashavan is the one 

'who prepared the world (for salvation)' (yoi im fdrashl>m *kuronaon 

a h u m , Y.30.9)i and who is to live in the kingdom of Ahura Mazda.

As the personification of 'order' in the Ahura-created v/orld, 

Asha represents moral righteousness or the way of righteous living, 

and accordingly establishes the standard by which men are judged.
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The relationship of Asha and fire with the judgment is also clear 

in the next verses;

'Then, Oh, Ahu r a 1 we long for your strong fire, through 

Asha, most swift and powerful, to be the visible help 

to the faithful, but, Oh, MazdaJ to the hostile, the 

manifest violence of the turning of the hand'

(at toi atraifi ahura aojonghvantaia asha. usamahi asishtdm 

dmavantbm stoi repante cithra.avangham at mazda daibishyante 

zastaishtaish dareshta.aenanghBffl , Y • 3^«^ ) «

Therefore the reason why Zoroaster sometimes mentioned only fire 

in connection with Doomsday might have been that fire alone v/as 

enough to remind his followers of the image, already formed in 

their minds,of the last day*

Fire v/as usually given very physical epithets by Zoroaster, 

as if he had real fire in his thoughts. The word fire (atar) app- 

ears eight times in the G a t h a s , each time in connection with the 

'Selection', except once, when it is the fire which reminds the faith 

ful of Asha at the time of prayer (YoV3<»9) , and once, v/hen it is fire 

as the protector against the violence of evil* The most concrete 

statement is that the 'Selections' will be made 'by the heat of your 

fire, strong by Asha' (thwahya garema athro asha.ao jangho , Y .k~j>, A ) ; 

but suxra- (red or blazing) is the most frequently used epithet (Y®31 

19, Y -51•9)» apart from thwa- 'your1, that is, Ahura Mazda's. This 

epithet suitably describes real fire. It is possible to say that 

ei mav ant 'strong' (Y.3 ^<*^) and ao jahvant- 'powerful' (ibid.) appear 

to describe the force of the fire, but they may also imply an allus­

ion to Asha, as there is another epithet asha.aojah- 'strong by Asha' 

(Y.^3*^*)® Asishta- 'swift' or 'promised1 (Y.3^"^) may suggest the 

image of the fire at the time of the 'Selection'*



But it is sometimes misleading to interpret the words of 

Zoroaster literally, because he was a prophet and he sometimes
9preached through metaphor, as G„ G. Cameron has demonstrated..

In the following verses fire is perhaps to be understood as a 

sort of moral power to oppose the wickedness of the Drug and the 

drugvant:

't/horn, Oh MazdaJ should one appoint as a protector 

to one like me, when a follower of the Drug seeks

to lay hold on me for violence, (none) other than

your fire and mind? By the deeds of the t w o , Asha 

will come to maturity. Oh AhuraI 1 

(kam na mazda mavaite payum dadat 

hyat ma drsgva didarashata aenanghe 

anyam thwahmat +athrasca mananghasca
o

yaya shyaothanaish ashdm thraoshta a h u r a , Y „h 6 = 7 )°

Here Zoi’oaster may be emphasising that moral power and a good mind 

are indeed the real support given by Asha, together with Vohu 

M a n a h , against evilo In this way, the epithet suxra- ’red' or 

’b lazing’ , may be taken as implying the energy of righteousness - 

that is, as suggesting visually vital power or powerful energy*

Zoroaster's descriptions of fire presumably have their basis 

in Indo-Iranian traditions of veneration of fire ~ a veneration

which has parallels almost everywhere in the world* This phenomenon

is due mainly to the importance for fire in human life* The 

functions of fire in daily life may range as follows: as a house 

fire, it cooks food and provides warmth and light for the family®

It can also be used as a weapon against physical enemies, such as 

wolves, and was thought to drive off supernatural evil beings in 

the same way* Further, the beauty of its burning flame can give
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delight* In sacrifice, fire fills a very important role, for

the offering of the sacrificial victim is usually connected in

some way with fire* F i r e ’s use as a destroyer of impurity v/as

also widespread*

In the case of the Indo-Iranians, veneration of fire was

ardently practised towards the actual house fire, that is, the

fire on the hearth® As A* B. Keith said: 'The burning flame is
,10the present deity ,and the anthropomorphization of the fire

was hardly seen among Indo-Europeans in early times* The hearth

fire, perpetually burning, was considered to be a centre of the

house, and offerings were made to it daily, with special rites

monthly, seasonally and yearly*

In India A g n i , the fire god, was considered to be the god of

the house, the guest and the head of the house* Of the three

fires, Garhapatya (belonging to the house head), Ahav aniya (eastern)

and Daksina (western), which were essential for special sacrifices,

only the Garhapatya v/as continually maintained even while there v/as

110 sacrifice* Hestia, goddess of the Hearth, was also the centre

of daily life in G r e e c e W h e n  a wedding v/as held, the bride's

mother carried embers from her own hearth fire to her daughter's 
12new home® Further, on a larger scale, the altar for Hestia v/as

X^laced in the Prytaneum (the city hall or palace) in all Greek

cities, and v/as considered to be the city centre* V/hen the Greeks

colonized a new town, the fire of Hestia of their mother-city v/as
13divided and a part carried to their new home*

In India Agni was particularly venerated because of the import­

ance of his role at the sacrifice* In the Rg V e d a , about one fifth 

of all the hymns are dedicated to Agni, and only Indra receives more® 

Agni carried the essence of the offering to the gods and through
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this function he v/as regarded as a priest or messenger. In Iran, 

fire had not the obviously twofold aspects of fire in the Indian 

cult, that is, fire as an object to be venerated for itself, and 

fire as a means of conveying offerings to other divinities, by 

consuming them. In the Iranian tradition, as far as it is known, 

nothing is ever placed on fire that does not contribute to its 

own maintenance and worships The function of fire at the sacrifice 

is not to consume a part of the flesh on behalf of the gods, but, 

by cooking it (without direct contact) to release its odour for 

them to enjoy* This v/as essentially a task of the hearth fire in 

Indo-Iranian tradition, a tradition which survives in Zoroastrian­

ism, as is evident from the passage in the prayer to fire, which 

states that ’the fire of Ah-ura Mazda... cooks the day meal and the
w •£> *y* ** «•* ynight m e a l 1 (atarsh mazda ahurahe.•»* hanupacaiti xshafnimca 

suirimca, A 0N 0I 3 ) «■

As a physical phenomenon, the fire was also related to the 

sun- And since the s u n ’s movement is in accord with universal 

order, that is, asha, the link between the fire and asha is thus 

reaffirmed., This connection is vividly expressed in Yasna 

Haptanghaiti (Y*35-^1) which is linguistically almost as old as 

the G a t h a s :

'Then we devote to you, the most beautiful shape of 

shapes, Oh Mazda AhuraS these lights (here, and) that 

highest of the high ones, which is called the slvii’

(staesht^-m at toi k^hrp’am kahrpam avaedayamahi,
_ yZ.mazda ahura, ima raoca barazishtam barezimansj.ro 

a v a t , yat hvar^ a v a c i , Y*j6B6)a
•V »v

The expression 'these lights here' can be interpreted as fires on
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the earth, and thus makes the parallel with the sun, the fire 

in the sky..

To return to Zoroaster's own thoughts, although it is 

obvious that fire had an unique position in his doctrine and 

observance, nevertheless it was only one of the things which he 

venerated, and Asha was only one of the great Amasha Spantas® In 

the confession, the Fravarane (Y*12), there is no word referring 

to fire® Furthermore, there is no reference to the existence of 

a fire temple or to a consecrated fire in his G a t h a s ■> Therefore, 

the 'fire-worshipping religion' is not an adequate definition of 

the faith preached by Zoroaster®
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Chapter la Notes 

1 0 Y®27®13® This is one of the three most sacred prayers, and

’belongs to the vaca cathrushamruta (words that are to be 

spoken four times)1• See H. Reichelt, Avesta Reader, texts, 

notes, glossary and i n d e x , Strassburg, 1911? 98® This prayer 

was believed to have been recited by Ahura Mazda himself b e ­

fore the Creation of the material world (Y®19®8-9)•

2» See Boyce, H i s t o r y , 190; A® S® Shahbazi, ’The "traditional 

Date of Zoroaster" explained', BSQAS ^0, 1977? 29-35®

3® They are Y.28-3*t-, ^3-51 ? 53®

GBdo 1-5^®

5® In the Vedas it is called rta, and means mainly ’order' (of 

the universe and the sacrifice)®

6® Boyce, H i s t o r y , 199®

A s h a v a n , 'possessor of a s h a ' and drugvant, 'he who has the 

D r u g ’s nature' are opposed®

8® Ap^m Napat was closely linked with Agni in the Vedas, see

L® H® Gray, 'The Indo-Iranian deity Ap^m Napat', ARM 3» 1900,

18-51? and further, Boyce, His t o r y , ̂ fO-52®

9® G® Go Cameron, 'Zoroaster the herdsman', IIJ 10, 1967-88,

26l -28l®
10® A® B® Keith, The Religion and Philosophy of the Veda and 

U p a n i s h a d , Harvard, 1925? 625®

11® E. A. Gardner, 'Altar' ERE I, 3^3-

12® ibid®

13® E. E® Sikes, 'Hearth, Hearth-Gods (Greek)', ERE VI, 5 6 3 ®
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Chapter 2® Development of the temple cult 

under the Achaemenians and a consideration 

of the material remains

Information about the Achaemenians in history is not abundant, 

and what there is does not include any detailed statements about 

the religion and customs of those days® Therefore if we want to 

know about the nature of the fire cult then, and how it was per­

formed, we have to search through the scanty sources very carefully® 

Firstly, there are several significant figures carved on seals, 

and on royal tombs and monuments® Secondly, we can consider what 

is reported of Persian customs by classical writers® Thirdly, we 

have excavations, some of which have yielded relevant remains® 

Originally, it is evident, the Indo-Iranian peoples had no 

temples or fixed places of worship, and, as we have seen, Zoroaster 

himself said nothing in his Gathas about fire in temples® Nor is 

there any clear reference to the existence of temples even in the 

later Ave s t a . Herodotus, who v/as a contemporary of the early 

Achaemenians, said of the Persians in his Histories (I 0I3I): ’It 

is not their custom to make and set up statues and temples and 

altars'® Strabo made a similar observation, though he wrote about 

five centuries later® 'The Persians do not erect statues or altars, 

but offer sacrifice on a high place, regarding the heavens as Zeus* 

(Strabo, 15*3*13)°

According to Cicero, Xerxes (̂ -86-^65 B®Co), the fourth Achae- 

menian king 'thought it sacrilege to keep the gods whose home is 

the whole universe shut up within walls', and 'ordered the Athenian 

temples to be burned' (De Hepublica, J>09 al!+)0 Cicero referred also 

to 'sacred statues in human form; a custom which the Persians consid­
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ered w i c k e d 1 (ibid0) 0 Xerxes faithfully followed his father,

Darius I (522-^86 BoC«) in his manner of rule, and made his tomb 

beside his father’s in the rocks of Naqsh-i Rustam, and had en­

graved above it the same reliefs as Darius* Therefore it is un­

likely that he had a different religion or different observances, 

from his father *

Gyrus the Great, the actual founder of the dynasty, built his 

palace at Pasargadae* This site has been excavated since 1928, but 

no remains have been identified with certainty as temples, although 

there is a heavily damaged building, now known as the Zindan-i 

.Suleiman, which some scholars have considered to be a religious 

one* The characteristics of the Zindan, together with its counter­

part at Naqsh-i Rustam, the Ka'ba-i Zardusht, are; one, that both 

are massive stone constructions without windows; two, that they 

have only one room, with one entrance; three, that they have sim­

ilar tent-shaped roofs.^ D* Stronach, the excavator of the Zindan,

considers them as religious buildings, on the basis of their like-
2ness to the Urartian tower temple* Some others have identified 

them as tombs, recalling the similarity in construction with the 

tomb of Gyrus in P asargadae, and this seems more likely* Besides, 

these buildings seem quite unpractical as temples, and even D* 

Stronach admitted that the Zindan cannot be considered as an a y a d a n , 

a type of religious construction said to have been destroyed by 

Gaumata, because the Zindan 'remained substantially intact after 

922 B a C * ’«

During the Achaemenian period, according to Herodotus, sacri-
5fices to Yazatas (divine beings) were performed very simply*
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’When about to sacrifice they neither build altars nor 

kindle fire, ®®® to whomsoever of the gods a man will 

sacrifice, he leads the beast to an open space and then 

calls on the god, himself wearing a crown on his cap, 

of myrtle for choice* ®.® He then cuts the victim limb 

from limb into portions, and having boiled the flesh 

spread_s the softest grass, trefoil by choice, and places 

all of it on this* When he has so disposed it a Magian 

comes near and chants over it the song of the birth of 

the gods, as the Persian tradition relates it; for no 

sacrifice can be offered without a Magian* Then after 

a little while the sacrificer carries away the flesh

and uses it as he pleases' (Herodotus, I* 132)®

Fire was obviously used to cook the flesh on these occasions,^ but 

was not necessarily ignited for each sacrifice* It is more likely 

that eqch fire was made from embers brought from a house-fire, such 

as was maintained perpetually in each house® The setting for the 

sacrifice was evidently very simple, as Herodotus describes it® 

Therefore there was no need of a specially appointed place, nor of 

an altar to hold ever-burning fire® To sacrifice in the open v/as 

probably traditional for the Indo-Iranians, who were originally 

nomads® In India also the sacrifice usually took place in the open® 

However, at the beginning of the Achaemenian period when several 

centuries had already passed since Iranians had settled in Persia, 

a few fixed sanctuaries are known to have existed® For example,

It is reported of the sanctuary at Zela^ that in the sixth century

B.C®, ’heaping up a mound of earth over a certain rock in the plain,

(the Persian genera].s) completed it in the form of a hill, and erect­

ed on it a wall, and established the temple of Anaitis and the gods
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who share her altar - Omanus and A n adatus, Persian deities’ (Strabo, 

H 08 0k-)0 It does not appear from this passage that there were 

buildings at this sanctuary, but at least there was a fixed place 

dedicated to the cult®

Furthermore, two stone plinths (Pl.l) were found at the west­

ern end of the enclosure at Pasargadae, the palace of Cyrus the

Great (fig®l)® These are isolated from the other buildings of the
8 . 9site, and are the open® They are similar m  size and

material (limestone), but are not so alike in shape that they can

be called twins® The southern one is set on two steps on the top

of a large square base, which makes it a three-stepped structure®

This plinth is attached to an eight-stepped stair (fig®2)® The

northern one is a more simple cubic shape, and appears never to

have had steps up to it like the southern one (fig®3)° The plinths

must surely have been used for religious ceremonies, although we

do not know of what k i n d ® ^

Do Stronach, the excavator of these remains, considers them

to be fire altars, and to demonstrate 'the high antiquity of the

fire altar plinth and the equally long tradition behind the use of 
11twin altars'® The word 'fire altar' is, however, misleading m

this case® V/e may be able to accept the idea that at least one of

the plinths bore fire at the time of a particular ceremony, as we

can see on the rock-reliefs on the tombs in Naqsh-i Rustam and Per-

sepolis® \le also know that the Persians sacrificed in the open air,
12from the information of Herodotus, but v/e do not know which of the 

monuments actually bore the fire, or both, or if they were really 

altars or just plinths, to bear another portable altar® Certainly 

they could not have held ever-burning fire, because It would have 

been unsafe and impractical to maintain ever-burning fires in the



20«.
open® Therefore these plinths do not prove that Herodotus was

wrong when he wrote about the Persian practice not 'to make and
13set up statues and temples and altars'® \Je ban only assume

from these monuments that the kings appointed this special place

for their occasional sacrifices in order to make the cult more

dignified, and it seems likely that the practice of having an

ever-burning fire in a oonsecrated place was not yet known to the

early Achaemenians, and that they still restricted the fire cult

to the simple Indo-Iranian custom of maintaining an ever-burning

hearth fire in each house®

The cult of the hearth fire must have been universal* Xenophon,

a Greek general, who was employed by Gyrus the Younger ( 4 401 33*C«)

when he revolted against his brother Artaxerxes II (^OA-359 B®C®),

was fairly well acquainted with Persian customs, and wrote of them

in the Cyropaedia „ In this he said that 'when Gyrus (the Great) had

gone home and prayed to ancestral Hestia, ancestral Zeus, and the

rest of the gods, he set out upon his expedition* (1*6*1®)® Further,

'Cyrus sacrificed first to Hestia, then to sovereign Zeus, and then

to any other god that the magi suggested' (3 °5 °9 7 )® The reason why

Xenophon spoke of the Hearth Instead of the fire upon it would be

the similarity of the Persian cult of the house fire to the Greek
1Acult of Hestia, goddess of the Hearth®

An ever-burning fire in a temple is different from a domestic 

fire in four respects® Firstly, it is never put out® Secondly, it 

is kept in an especially appointed and consecrated place® Thirdly, 

it is itself consecrated and never used for practical purposes* Lastly, 

it Is tended by a priest or priests®

The fire temple seems to have existed from the time of the later
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Achaemenians; but before v/e go into this matter, v/e need to con™ 

sider the fire altar* Several fire altars are featured on seals 

of the period* The seals of those days v/ere either cylinder seals
15or stamp seals; and thenr m a m  function, according to P. Ackerman, 

v/as to ’protect either the object or document sealed, or the owner, 

from malign supernatural influences’, and, besides, to ’identify own­

e rship9 or 'to verify authenticity as a substitute for, or supple­

ment to a signature’ o The g.ltars shown on seals may be classified 

in three groups. Those of the first group resemble a sort of plinth 

(PI. 2-6), rectangular in shape, and with panels cut in the side. 

Those of the second group are pillar-shaped, with two or three sym­

metrical steps at top and base (PI. Those of the third group

consist of a slender shaft (PI. l^f)« v/e shall examine them one by 

one o

The first type of altar seems to have been made of stone or 

brick. On the top of the plinth there is an ornament like battle­

ments in step shape. The fire is shown between these battlements.

The plinth reaches in height to about the human waist. No actual 

altars of this shape have been found. Their distinctive feature 

is the ’b a t t l e m e n t ’ on the top. This is too big and impressive to 

be just an ornament, and perhaps represents a large stylised bowl 

which accommodated the fire and ash, and was placed temporarily or 

permanently in position. It is very important to have a suffic­

ient amount of hot ash beneath a fire in order to sustain it and 

prevent it being extinguished® The apparent flame on altars of the 

plinth type is very narrow and small compared with the massiveness 

of the altar itself.

It is worth noting here that this type of altar is seen only 

on seals. For most seals of this period, the owner and find-place



22*
cannot be identified. But those seals discovered at Persepolis

(PI. 6 ) were owned by kings or their ministers and officials,

and were used on official documents. As has been noted above,

seals used on official documents may be assumed to have declared

the authority of the royal family, or that delegated by the king.

Therefore the altars engraved on seals may well have been closely

connected with the royal family. If this is so, their siae may be

to confer dignity, and the flame could be that of the aaothra (fat-

offering) burning on the fire for kings could afford to offer the
3 6aaothra every day and claim special merit from it.

In continuing this examination, v/e find that this type of fire
17altar is always shown flanked by two men on the court style seals. 

Both wear Persian-style clothes with wide sleeves and long skirts, 

and a tiara of fluted cylinder shape which looks like a crown, and
n sv/as worn by kings and nobles. ' This is very similar to the garb

of Darius 1, as he is shown in the relief above his tomb at Naqsh-i

Rustam (PI. 15)= The men on the seals carry bov/s and an arrow-case,
19but not a sword or the barbs man (sacred twigs)’ , which, are indis­

pensable for the cult. They do not dover their mouths. Both raise 

their right hands in respect or prayer, and sometimes they are 

shown with lotus flov/ers in their hands. They may possibly be 

priests, but we usually see the priests of this period wearing the 

Median headdress. Besides, the bow and arrow-case are more appro­

priate to king than priest.

The priesthood in Achaemenian times seems to have been here­

ditary in the Median tribe of the magi. Certainly 'Median’ clothes
20were the proper garments for the priests (PI. lo, 17) ‘They

also wore a sword at their belts, and the reason for this is easily 

understood. In Persia priests themselves performed the blood
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sacrifice, and Herodotus recorded (1* 1*1-0) that ’the Kagians kill 

with their own hand anything; but a dog or a man'. It is said 

also that Cyrus the Great sacrificed a victim to the Hearth, Zeus 

and then to certain other gods, ’as the magi suggested* (Xenophon, 

Cyropaedia , 7=57)° To divide up the carcass was the duty of the. 

priest, who therefore had to carry a sword or a knife with him for 

that purpose.

The two men shown on the seals with this type of altar would

therefore not be priests. It seems more probable that figures

facing each other across the fire altar, wearing the same clothes
21and performing the same action, were the king and his heir, or 

the king and his father, thus representing together the line of 

royal descent. This is the more likely since this type of altar, 

with its dignified ap£oearance, and for the reasons given above, is 

probably to be identified as the dynastic one. The size of the 

altars shoitfs that they would not have been moved; but must have been 

fixed in a certain place, to which the king and other participants 

would have gone to perform the due rites; and the fire which they 

bore v/as probably not used for any practical purposes (such as to 

give light or warmth, or to cook food). The origin of the dynastic 

fire was presumably the royal hearth fire; but it came to symbolise 

the 3-ife of the dynasty and then that of the nation represented by 

the king* So the dynastic fire may be taken as the symbolic centre 

of the nation, and thus as the representative of the homeland*

There is a seal, found in the surface-layer of the Treasure 

House of Persepolis, which depicts a man on horse-back facing what 

appears to be an altar of this type, in simplified shape (Pl« l S ); 

but the expected flame is not depicted between the two projections 

on its top. However, if the fire on such an altar was considered as
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the symbolic representative of the natiop* it is possible that 

the altar itself, as the place on which it was set, could stand 

for one of the residences of the dynasty* So this seal may per­

haps show a warrior or a king returning home, or to his homeland.

An altar of this type is also seen later in a temple-relief found
22at Dura-Europos (PI* 19)° * Dura-Europos was a cosmopolitan city

which flourished in Seleucid and Arsacid times, where many differ­

ent cultures and nations co-existed* Neither the temple nor the 

altar in the relief were Zoroastrian, and fruits are shown being 

offered beside the fire on the altar* But the design, which shows

a god (or man) on camel-back, letting his shoulder-cloth blow in
23the wind, and advancing towards the altar, is similar to the above

mentioned seal of Persepolis* But except for this, not one trace
Zkof this type of altar has been found after Achaemenian times*

Like the hearth fire, which was extinguished on the death of

the head of the house, the dynastic fire was put out at the death

of the king, and lit again at the time of the next accession* Acc­

ording to Diodorus, at the time of the death of Hephaestion, one of 

Alexander’s favourite friends, Alexander 'proclaimed to all the 

peoples of Asia that they should sedulously quench what the Persians 

call the sacred fire, until such time as the funeral should be ended

This v/as the custom of the Persians when their kings d i e d ’ (Diodorus

Siculus, 17*11^*^) «> Since this proclamation was made to ’all the 

peoples of A s i a ’, the fire in question v/as probably the hearth fire 

in each house; and the custom referred to shows that the royal fire 

was treated as a leader of all the hearth fires, as the king v/as of 

the people* In other w o r d s , the royal fire v/as the symbol of the 

Achaemenian dynasty and the empire* That is why after the fall of 

the Achaemenians, each local king maintained a dynastic fire as the
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25symbol of his aut ority, and why m  Sasanian times the dynastic 

fire became the main symbol of the Sasanian kings® The royal fire 

being thus not only a private centre for the royal family, but also 

a public and symbolic one for their subjects, it resembled in this 

respect the ever-burning fire consecrated in a temple, which devel­

oped later®

Let us then go on to the second type of altar ; the pillar­

shaped one with stepped top® The material seems to be stone or 

brick, as with the first type, but in some examples the slenderness 

of the centre pillar makes it possible that rnetal was used® Pillar- 

altars are to be seen on the tomb-reliefs at Naqsh-i Pustam and Per- 

sepolis (PI® 1_5, 20, 21); and down to modex'n times this has re­

mained the usual type of Zoroastrian fire-altar® Therefore it can 

be called the standard type*.

The prototype of this altar seems to have existed in ancient 

times® A cylinder seal (PI® 22)» found at Persepolis and be­

longing to the Assyrian era, shows an altar of this type in front 

of a seated god® The oldest surviving altar of this kind known in

Iran is that found in a windowless tower-like ruin at Nush-i Jan
27Tepe, near Hamadan (fig® 4)® This building (PI® 25) was the

oldest on the site and has been assigned to the eighth century B®C«

In its east corner was found a mud-brick altar covered with fine

white plaster (PI. 24, 25)° It had a four-stepped top, in which

there was a shallow depression which seemed to have held fire® D.

Stronach, the excavator, says that 'it is difficult to imagine that
28such a shallow bowl was designed to harbour a permanent fire1*

Therefore 'the Nush-i Jan altar may provide the first evidence that

the early fires of Media were not permanent but were rekindled for 
29each ceremony®'
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We do not know what D. Stronach meant bjc 'the early fires

of M e d i a ' , but at least he was not suggesting that this was a

Zoroastrian fire-altar, for he then held the time of Zoroaster

to have been about 650 B®C® (The time of Zoroaster is not strictly

relevant at the moment, but it is likely that it was more ancient,
30sometime before 1000 B o0®' Another reason for not regarding this

altar as a fire-altar is that it was surrounded by a protecting

wall, which 'would have made obvious difficulties for anyone en-
31gaged in tending fire®'

All the characteristics of this altar and the building in 

which it stood suggest that this ruin cannot be identified as a 

Zoroastrian fire temple; nor is there anything particular to link 

it with Zoroastrian traditions except the shape of the altar, and 

the similarity of the use of„a blind window here and in the Zindan 

§.t Pasargadae and the Ka'ba at Naqsh-i .Rustam® (The actual meaning 

or importance of this blind window is still not understood®) Con­

sequently all that we can tentatively accept is that in ancient 

Media there were temples in which some use was made of fire, but 

that the fire was not ever-burning®

It should also be mentioned here that in Achaemenian times 

many Elamites and Babylonians, who were not Soroastrians, are 

known to have occupied important positions in the government, and 

they observed their own beliefs® Therefore not ail Achaemenian 

seals are necessarily Zoroastrian in character® And the use of 

fire in the cult was not exclusive to Zoroastrianism® Many other 

religions actually made use of fire in some way in their cult® For 

example, a cylinder seal (PI® 26) dated to 500-400 B®C®, shows a 

bare-headed worshipper with barssman or a rod, and a god wearing 

something similar to Persian clothes with a circular object in his
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hand® Behind him there seems to be a firte-altar, with a strange

object on the top® W® H® Ward suggests that this 'looks like a 
32great e y e ' , but it is not known what sort of ritual or religion

is connected with this particular scene® In any case the rather

rough manner in which this seal is engraved shows that this was
33not produced in the court style, which can be distinguished by 

the severely mannered treatment of face and dress® So it is very

possible that this seal was not that of the king or one of his

ministers, but belonged to some non-Zoroastrian official®

In the case of another Babylonian seal (PI® 27), non-Zoroastrian 

features are very interestingly represented together with Persian 

ones® On this we can see both a Babylonian priest performing a 

ritual act, which Is quite similar to that depicted on genuine 

Babylonian seals, and a king in Persian dress fighting with two 

lions, which is a characteristic Persian motif® Persians were tol­

erant not only of the religion of foreigners but also of foreign 

customs generally® Herodotus commented (I® 1 3 3 ) “ 'They wear the 

Median dress, because they think it is finer than their own, and 

for war they don the Egyptian breastplate1®

Another seal (PI® 28) in the Ashmolean Museum, also dated to

between 300 and A-00 B*C® , might provoke controversy about the Zoro­

astrian cult® This shows a fire-altar flanked by two men in Persian 

clothes, each with something circular in his hand® Moreover, there 

seems to be a horned, animal, perhaps a small deer, hanging head 

downward in the flame on the altar® Traditionally the Soroastrians

never inade burnt offerings, for the defilement of fire with dead
3kbodies was strictly forbidden® If flesh is being burnt on the 

fire in this ritual, and the animal is not merely symbolic, then 

this ritual cannot have been Zoroastrian® The circular objects in
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the men's hands remind us of a previously mentioned seal (PI® 26 ), 

but their use or meaning in the cult are unknown® As the Ashmol- 

ean seal was purchased in Egypt and is not in the court style, it 

probably represents a local ritual, performed in Persian manner®

Of the third type of altar there is not much to be said® This 

slender-shafted altar has not been found on any archaeological site, 

but is greatly in evidence on Babylonian and Assyrian seals (PI® 

29-33)* Although this type is not represented in any Zoroastrian 

scenes, some altars of the standard type (PI® 7, 11-lA-) , with 

three-stepped top and base, have a very slender stem, which may 

have been made of metal, perhaps through the influence of such 

alien altars® This point is still quite uncertain, but at least a 

portable metal altar is reported to have been used by Achaemenian 

Persians® The army of Darius III (333-330 B.C.) , in its campaign 

against Alexander the Great, carried a fire upon 'a silver altar 

(argenteis altaribus) 1 (Curtius Pufus, 3 *3 *9 ) at the head of its 

march® As we do not know what this altar looked like, the possibil­

ity of the use of a slender-shafted metal altar by Zoroastrians re­

mains uncertain, but such an altar could not have been used to hold 

ever-burning fire, as the bowl was too small to contain enough 

ashes to keep the fire burning safely for a long time® In addition 

Xenophon reported, perhaps anachronistically, that when the fire 

was carried by the army of Gyrus the Great, it was carried 'in a 

great esxaras 1 (Cyropaedia, o 03®12)® The word 1esxaras’means 

'brazier' rather than 'altar', so the 'silver a l t a r 1 of Darius 111 

may in fact have been some sort of brazier or portable vessel®

Nov/ that we have discussed the altars represented on seals, it 

is possible to state that the second type of altar, having become 

the standard one, was that used in rituals, because whenever the
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figure of a priest with b a r s s m a n , wearing Median clothes and per­

forming rites, is found on a seal, the altar is always of this 

type (PI® 7 - 9 ) ° If a man, even not in Median dress, has bar 3 smart 

in his hand, he can be identified as a priest performing rituals 

(PI. 10, 11) o Especially on the Seal of Datam(es) (PI. 8 , 9), known 

from impressions on clay at Persepolis, it is very clear that two 

priests were engaged in cultic acts, preparing the haoma-offering 

v/ith mortar and pestle before fire on such an altar. Therefore,- 

when the temple cult was introduced to Zoroastrianism, this type 

of altar was probably the one that was used to hold ever-burning 

fire o

The establishing of the temple-cult of fire was an act which 

caused people to call Zoroastrians fire-worshippers. In other 

v/ords, it was not reasonable to characterize Zoroastrians as fire- 

worshippers only before they adopted the cult of worshipping per­

petually burning fires publicly in temples. In the fragment of 

X anthus, who was contemporary with Artaxerxes I 23 B.C.), we

have one of the oldest surviving Greek sources concerning Persia; 

qnd he says only that 'the Persians claim that it was from him 

(Zoroaster) they derived the rule against burning dead bodies or 

defiling fire in any other way, and that after this rule had been 

followed for a long time they finally established it g.s a custom' 

(Xanthus, in Muller, I. frag. 19)° Herodotus referred to fire to­

gether v/ith other things such as the sun, the moon, earth, water 

and winds, as being the object of Persian worship. The first 

writer who gives Zoroastrians a name which particularly connects 

them with the cult of fire is Strabo (15°3°15)j who calls them 'fire- 

kindlers (pyraethi)'. This bears out the assumption that there 

were no fire temples before the time of Herodotus®
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There are, however, two reasons for believing that a temple 

cult was adopted in Zoroastrianism at some time during the Achae­

menian period. Firstly, there is the excavation of the remains 

of a temple at Susa, one of the Achaemenian capitals, which dis­

played a ground-plan (fig. 3 ) very similar to those of later fire 

temples, although there are no remains which indicate that this 

was itself a fire temple® Secondly, it is known from Strabo and 

Pausanias that a number of fire temples flourished in Asia Minor 

in the Parthian period® Xf the introduction of the temple cult of 

fire into Zoroastrianism in Persia had taken place after the con­

quest of Alexander the Great, it could not have been disseminated 

far into Asia Minor, where the Greeks ruled® In other words, it is 

more likely that a new movement had begun earlier during the time 

of the Achaemenians, while that dynasty ruled over Asia Minor.

There is also evidence from what had been the east of their domin­

ions, Bactria, that a temple-cult of fire existed there, to be 

adapted In due course by the Kushans.

When, then, was the temple cult of fire introduced into Zoro­

astrianism? From early Achaemenian days, the first known occurence 

of religious changes was during the reign of Artaxerxes II (zfOk-359 

B.C.). He was the first king to add in his inscriptions the names

of Mithra and Anahita to that of Ahura Mazda, which alone appears in
35the inscriptions of previous kings. Mithra, primarily god of the 

38covenant, was associated with the sun and was one of the chief

divine beings of the Indo-Iranians. He appears both in the Vedas
37and the A v e s t a , and was one of the three Ahuras f in the Avesta, 

together with Mazda himself, and Ap^m Napat (3on of the ’haters).

Apam Napat is known as a water god in the Vedas, and is possibly to
38 39be identified with Varuna, who formed a pair with Mitra ; but

in Iran his position seems to have been taken over in Achaemenian
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times by Anahita- No Yasht (hymn) to Ap^m Napat survives, but 
the yasht to Arsdvi sura Anahita remains and is many verses long* 

Aredvi Sura was the goddess of a mythical river which waters all 
the earth, and her true name was possible ^'Harahvati^ (Sarasvati 

in India)„ Because of her nature as river goddess, she could easily 

replace a water god- Yet there existed another divinity associated 
with water, namely Tishtriya (Sirius), the rain-bringer, to whom a 

yasht is dedicated.. Therefore the reason for Aredvi Sura’s attain- 

ing a position of such pre-eminence as one of the main triad of 

gods is probably to be sought in external influences, that is, her 

partial identification with an alien divinity, 'Anahita'-

rvhen Artaxerxes II adopted 'Anahits.' as one of the highest 
gods, mentioning her name in his inscriptions together with those 
of Ahura Mazda and Mithra, he appears at the same time to have in­

troduced the foreign cult of image worship; for Berossus, a Baby­

lonian priest who lived in the third century B-C,, wrote of the

Persians as follows in the surviving part of his chronicle:

'It was not, however, till many ages had passed that they

began to worship statues in hum^n form; for this custom

(to worship statues in human form) was introduced by Artax­

erxes the son of Darius and father of Ochus, who was the first 

to set up the statue of Aphrodite Anaitis In Babylon, Susa and

Ecbatana, and to enjoin this worship upon Persians and Bact-
;+lrians, upon .Damascus and SardisD '

The only tempie-ruins remaining from Achaemenian times, those at
Susa, were attributed to the reign of Artaxerxes II for architect-

.Zf2ural reasons by their excavator, h- Dieulafoyy

Anahita/Anaitis was identified at times.with Ishtar,^ an old 

and very popular goddess of water and fertility in Mesopotamia,
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whose cult centred on the worship of her idol* dhe was also 

identified in Greece v/ith Aphrodite, who was distinctly associated 

v/ith water. Though Herodotus (1. 131) mentioned that 1 Aphrodite... 

v/as called by the Persians N i t r a ' , it seems yery likely that he 

made a mistake in using the name ’M i t h r a 1 instead of ’A n a h i t a ’.

As far as we can gather, the alien ’A n a h i t a ’ was always represented 

by the statue of a goddess standing calmly. Once this image- 

worship was introduced in Iran, the cult of this goddess became 

very popular® Therefore the reason why, as Diodorus Siculus re­

ports (3-63®l), 'when the Persians were the dominant power in Asia

and were plundering all the temples of the Greeks, the precinct of 
V-iHemithea was the sole shrine on which they did. not lay h a n d s ’, may 

have been the similarity of Hemithea as a healing goddess to Anahita. 

(liemithea is linked with Apollo, as Anahita so often is with Kithra.)

The adoption of image-worship and the accompanying building of 

temples, must have caused strong reactions among orthodox Soroast- 

rianso Is it not possible to assume that they were led to place 

fire itself, the symbolic life-force of the creation of Ahura Mazda, 

in the sanctuary of other temples, instead of an image, so as to 

keep its veneration at the centre of the cult, as enjoined by their 

prophet? Once it was adopted, the temple cult of fire became the 

focus of Zoroastrian worship. The temple fire was considered to 

be the most sacred of all, and the priests very carefully avoided 

any possibility that it should be defiled. The temple fire shared 

its public nature with the dynastic fire, which symbolised the 

nation through its ruler. Victory over an enemy, or over social 

and moral evils, or alien faiths, were all important to the exist­

ence of the nation, and the survival of its government and culture.
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For this reason, 'it seems likely that the first fires founded 

were those dedicated to Varethraghna, yaaata of v i c t o r y 1 , and 

that the highest rank of temple fire was then that which is called 

Fig© of Varathraghna*

To sum up, the fire cults in Achaemenian times can be class­

ified as follows: firstly, there was the cult of the house fire, 

which was wholly private and was performed by the head of the house, 

or his wife* Secondly, there was the cult of the dynastic fire, 

which probably developed from that of the royal house fire* Here 

the fire was probably no longer used for practical purposes, but 

was placed upon an altar, symbolizing the life of the dynasty and 

nation* Thirdly, there came into existence the temple cult of 

fire, which was possibly evolved under external influence, follow­

ing the introduction of the image cult of Anahita by Artaxerxes II*

We should also make mention here of the open-air cult of fire* 

Herodotus’ report makes it very probable that the fire was kindled 

or brought out into the open for sacrificial purposes* And the 

scenes, possibly showing the cult of dynastic fire, on the reliefs 

of the tombs of Naqsh-i Hustarn (PI* 19-20) depicts the presence . 

of the sun or the moon or both* Unless these are merely symbols, 

these rituals must have been held in the open* The solid materials 

of the fire altar and the plinths in Pasargadae suggest that some 

particular places were permanently appointed for special observances*

At least there seems not to have existed yet the prohibition against
if 6allowing the s u n ’s rays to fall upon fire* Further, Curtius 

Hufus spoke of the army of Darius 111 advancing against Alexander 

the Great preceded by fire, saying also that ’it was an ancestral 

custom of the Persians not to begin a march before sunrise** (Curtius 

Hufus, III. 3«S)* Ho one knows how the silver altar, which he says



held the fire, looked, but it is difficult to think of this as

a closed vessel, since this fire must have been blazing high, so

that the whole army could see it. The co-existence of fire and
L\.nthe sun is also referred to in Yasna Haptanghaiti* Therefore 

the cult of fire in the open air need not be thought of as taking 

place only at night®
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Chapter 3* Evidence for the fire-cult from the 

Arsacid period

The conquest of Iran by Alexander the Great in 331 B.C. 

brought a new element into the cultural life of the country,

mainly through the founding of Hellenic cities. The settlers -
1:Macedonians and Greeks - introduced their own customs and practiced 

their own art and techniques, which greatly attracted Iranians as 
well as other conquered peoples. The tendency of the Greeks and 

Macedonians to identify their own gods with local gods provided 

the Iranians with a new iconography.
The fire temples of Iran, as well as the temples of Anahita, 

were evidently looted and damaged in the war of conquest by Alex­
ander, and also by individual Seleucid kings. But the temple cult 

was by then firmly enough established to survive. There is a ref­

erence by Isidor of Charax to an eternal fire maintained in the
1town of Asaak in Khorasan, where ’Arsaces' ascended the throne.

2The Parthians were devoted to the house of Arsaces, and 'Arsaces* 
was adopted as a throne name by all the kings of this line. There­

fore this eternal fire was probably none other than their dynastic 

fire, maintained at the birthplace of the dynasty. It is also 
noteworthy that even local princes under the suzerainty of the

kArsacids maintained their own royal fires. This must have meant 

a considerable increase in the number of sacred fires in the Parthian 

period. A general veneration of fire is moreover attested in the 

Arsacid era. At the terrace of the ruin of Masjid-i Sulaiman in 

Khuzistan, where there is burning of natural gas, many Arsacid coins 

were found, together with Sasanian ones. This suggests that 'it
5was visited as a place of pilgrimage already m  Parthian times'.
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In Persian literature the romantic epic Via and Ramin, which

was composed originally in the 'Pahlavi' language, according to
_  .  5

its author, Fakhr ud-din Gurgani, is held to reflect the history
7 . . . .of a branch of the Parthian ruling house. In one incident m  this

epic, Moubad, king of Marv, before making a huge fire in front of 
which his queen, Vis, had to swear her innocence, presented innum­

erable gifts to the fire temple, such that one cannot number them 

one by one. Coin, royal gems, land, mills, and numerous gardens: 

fleet steeds of Tukhar, uncountable sheep and oxen. He brought some 

fire from the temple and heaped up a fire like a mountain on the

field. He fed it generously with sandalwood and aloe, nursed it
8 —with camphor and musk'. Later in the poem, when finally Vis and

Ramin decided to rebel against the king, Vis asked Zard, the king's

half-brother who was guarding her, on a pretext about a dream, to

go 'to the fire temple, to light a fire to celebrate the happy turn
of events'. And she said that 'by my presents I shall increase

9the fuel of the Fire, m  nobility, purity, and peace'. These re­
marks reflect the existence of the fire temple and its importance 

as a religious institution in Parthian times.

Moreover, according to Greek and Roman writers many fire 

temples existed and flourished in this period. Strabo wrote about 
fire temples in Cappadocia. He reports that he himself had seen 

the 'Pyraetheia, noteworthy enclosures' there. 'In the midst of 

these there is an altar (homos), on which there is a large quantity 

of ashes and where the Magi keep the fire ever burning. And there, 

entering daily, they make incantations for about an hour, holding 
before the fire their bundle of rods and wearing round their heads 
high turbans of felt, which reach down over their cheeks far enough
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to cover their lips' (15-3»15)« Similar observations are reported 

by Pausanias in the city of Hierocaesareia and Hypaepa in Lydia.

'In each sanctuary (hieros) is a chamber, and in the chamber are 
ashes upon an altar. But the colour of these ashes is not the 

usual colour of ashes. Entering the chamber a magus piles dry 

wood upon the altar; he first places a tiara upon his head and 

then sings to some god or other an invocation in a foreign tongue 

unintelligible to Greeks, reciting the invocation from a book1 
(3»27« 5-6)• The cult as described by these two authors is very 
similar to the present day ceremony of (esm)-boy- dadan, although 

the detail given by Pausanias of the reading of the prayers 'from 

a book' is of doubtful validity.
Strabo also spoke of 'the fountain of naphtha, and the fires 

and the temple of Anea' on the road between the city Demetrias and 

Sandracae in Mesopotamia (16.1.^). Isidor of Charax referred to 

the eternal fire in Asaak, as mentioned above. Furthermore, there 

were three most sacred fires burning in the Sasanian period, which 

were believed to have existed since very ancient times, and this 

means that they must have been at least as old as the Arsacid per­
iod. They were Adur Buraen Mihr, Adur Farnbag, and Adur Gushnasp.

I shall examine here the tradition concerning the first of 

these three fires, Adur Burzen-Mihr, because this fire belonged to
Parthia proper. It was believed to have existed since the Creation

10by Ohrmazd, in order to give help to the world, and to have been

established in its 'abode' (man), or 'appointed place' (dad-gah),
-  -  11on Mount Revand by King Vishtasp in Zoroaster's life-time.

Though this legend cannot be taken literally, it suggests at least 

the very high antiquity of this fire. Revand (Av. Raevant) appears 
to have been a name for the mountain range to the north of the
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Nishapur plain, for Revand still remains as a district name there; 

hut the actual site of this sacred fire is not identified yet.

There are two possible sites: one is near a village called Burzinan, 
in the district of Revand, which may have taken its name from 
Burzen-Mihr. The other is the ruins on Mt. Mihr, five miles north 

from the village Mihr, to the west of Shahrud. The fire presumably 

flourished even after the invasion of the Muslims, for it is re­
ferred to often in the Shahnarne.; but when it was extinguished is 

not yet known.
There was also a sacred fire in Tus in Khorasan, which was

— — — 13believed to have been established by Faredun (Av. Thraetaona). ^

Another fire in the west of Parthia was that at Qumis. Mas°udi

says that 'on raconte qu1Alexandre, s'en empara, conserva ce feu
14et ne l'dteignit pas'. Therefore this fire must have existed 

before the conquest by Alexander. Thus we know that there were 
several sacred fires of the first rank established in Parthia proper 

during the Arsacid period, and that at least one of them, and pro­

bably more, existed there before that epoch. As these fires had 
been greatly venerated, even the anti-Parthian campaign by the 

early Sasanians could not bring about their neglect.

The only remains of a Parthian fire temple as yet identified

with fair certainty are those of one on the Kuh-i IChwaja, a flat-
- - 15 - -topped hill rising by the Hamun lake in Seistan. The Hamun lake

has been identified with the Lake Kasaoya, referred to several times' *
in the Avesta. The region of Seistan seems to occupy a special

position in the history of Zoroastrianism, and particular claims
17were made to link it with Zoroaster • In Parthian times Seistan

was under the suzerainty of the Arsacids, and was governed by the
l8

Suren, one of the great Parthian families.
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The earliest temple on the Kuh-i Khwaja appears to belong

to the second-first centuries B.C., but this seems to have been
rebuilt and extended later in the Parthian period. The ground-

plan of the first temple (fig. 6) appears to have been similar to
that of the Achaemenian temple excavated at Susa (fig. 5), shows

the temple to have consisted of a large square hall with a smaller

antechamber, in which were four free-standing columns, making a

square. A stone fire altar of a standard type, having three steps

above and below its shaft, was found in the Sasanian ruins (P1.34).
19It is dated in the first century B.C. by E. Herzfeld, and is pro­

bably the oldest surviving Zoroastrian altar.

There are several other temple remains, among which the ruins 

of site IV in Shahr-i Qumis in Parthia are intersting. Shahr-i
Qumis has been identified by J. Hansman with Hecatompylos, once a

20capital of the Arsacids. The ground plan of site IV (fig. 7) is 

similar to that of the temple of Tepe Nush-i Jan, discussed in the 

previous chapter, and the building was carefully filled v/ith shale 

and sealed and abandoned in the first century B.C., though we do 

not know the reason for this action. (The temple at Nush-i Jan 
was treated in the same way.) In one of its rooms 'a small plinth 

of plastered mud bricks supports a shallow fire bowl, 13 cm in dia­
meter1, and 'the walls behind and above the bowl show signs of 

21burning*. 'The situation of the altar or fire bowl, m  one of

the corners of Room 5 &t Site IV, hardly accords, however, with

what v/e should expect for a sacred fire, for, while priests would

surely need to have Unimpaired access to such a fire, the bowl at

Site IV could be reached only by climbing through a metre-high
22window set v/ithm the secondary wall there'• However, the resem­

blance of the plan and situation to that of the Tepe Nush-i Jan



temple shows the strong continuity of old Iranian tradition in 

the Parthian period.
Of a similar date, and comparable as a large religious shrine,

the Kushan remains at Surkh Kotal in Afghanistan (fig. 7) display
an artistic blend which D. Schlumberger, their excavator, has
called 'Graeco-Iranian1, and which has evident connections with

23the 'art of G&ndhara'* In the small sanctuary attached to the 

main temple was found a great bench-altar (PI. 35), a sort of 
platform with figures of two large birds on the front. Because 
of the destruction of the upper part, the birds' heads are missing.

As the sanctuary contained a large amount of ashes, this altar may 

well have borne an ever-burning fire. However, both the ground 

plan of the building and the shape of the altar differ from known 

Zoroastrian examples, therefore it is not safe to assume that this 
was a Zoroastrian temple. Nevertheless, it seems to show the in­

fluence of the Zoroastrian temple cult of fire, established under 

the Achaemenians, on the eclectic faith of the Kushans.

The influence of the fire cult can also be seen on the plinths 
of statues of the Buddha or Bodhisattva in Gandhara art. There the 

people pray before a fire altar which appears to be of a Zoroastrian 

type (PI. 36-41). These altars were probably made of stone, and had 

a large bowl to hold the fire. The same type of altar is also shown 

in front of a venerated person in carvings (PI. 42-43); and it is 
depicted on a Kushan seal (PI. 44) which has four faces showing 

Shiva, two unidentified figures, Heracles, and 'a prince in Indo- 

Scythian dress with forward-pointing helmet, sacrificing over altar1.' 

This latter scene is a very popular design on the obverse of Kushan 

coins (PI. 45-46). The similarity of these fire altars to Zoroast­

rian ones sheds light on the influence of the Zoroastrian temple cult 

of fire in these areas during the Arsacid period.
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Pars, the homeland of the Achaemenians, was governed in this

period by vassals first of the Seleucids and then the Arsacids,

who issued coins with Aram&ic legends, and v/ho are known only by

these, so that their origins and history remain obscure- There
are four series of such coins, three of xirhich bear designs which

are of interest for the fire cult.
The first set of coins were issued in a period covering the

third century to the middle of the second century B-C-; and in this
—  25period rulers bearing the title frataraka (governor) are known,

named Bagadates I, Qborzos, Artaxerzes I and Autophradates. The

obverse of the coins shows the profile of the king, wearing a 'Median' 
26hood and diadem- On the reverse of the first issue of Bagadates I 

(PI* 47), the 1frataraka' himself is shown seated on a chair with a 
long stick in his right hand, wearing a Median gown. In front of 

him is a standard with four tassels. On the next issue by the same

governor (PI. 48), he appears standing in front of a tower-like ob-
c 27ject, very similar to the Ka ba-i Zardusht at Naqsh-i Rustam,

below the Achaemenian royal tombs. This object has, however, three 

small projections on its top. On later issues it is svirmounted by 

a pair of horn-like or stepped projections, something like battle­

ments (PI. 49-50). The governor wears 'Median' clothes, as he did 

on the previous one, and raises his right hand in a gesture of res­

pect.
The problem lies in the nature of the object before which he

stands. This is usually considered to be either a fire altar or a 
28fire temple. Firstly we shall examine whether it can be identi­

fied as a fire altar. The object appears to be taller than the 

king and this is abnormally large for an altar. It is true that a 

huge fire altar appears on the reverse of coins in the middle of the
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reign of Ardashir I, the founder of the Sasanian dynasty (+ A.D.

2^-0), but the nature of the two dynasties is very different. The 

Sasanians possessed a vast empire and sought to unite its peoples ^ 

under their single authority, both in politics and religion. How­

ever, it is improbable that the 1Fratarakas1, who bore the title 
1 governor1 only, ever hoped to re-unite the whole of Iran under 

Persian rule, and so they are unlikely to have laid visual claim 

to great political authority or religious leadership. Even if 

each of the three battlement-like projections on the object in 
question were an altar, one would further have to explain why 
three small altars should be set upon a huge one. In addition, 

and more cogently, there seems to be no fire upon this object. The 

top part cannot itself represent the natural shape of a flame. It 

is improbable that a fire altar would be venerated without the fire,

for the object of Zoroastrian cult is the fire itself, and not the 
29altar* Thus it is unlikely on every count that this object is a

fire altar*
The other suggestion is that it is a fire temple. According

to Strabo, the fire temples of Parthian days were forms of enclos-
—  30ure (sekos), and it is likely therefore that they had a flat 

plan, rather than being tall tower-like buildings. Moreover, the 

objects depicted on the coins seem to have a huge heavy door and 
blank sides ivithout anything \irhich could represent windows. Further, 
even if this were a fire temple, there would be no reason for the 

king to do homage to it from outside, and not to go in to pray. A 

fire temple cannot itself be an object of worship. Therefore the 

identification of the object as a fire temple is also unlikely.
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The question then remains, what could it be? That the king 

raises his hand in respect suggests the possibility that this 

î as in some way at least the source of his authority, secular or 

religious. The justification for a king's authority in that 
period probably depended mainly on a link with the Achaemenians, 
either by blood or by the orthodoxy of his faith. It is known 
that Persian princes named their sons with Achaemenian kings' 

names, that is Darius or Artaxerxes, and maintained their own
31royal fire. The relief on the tomb of Qiz-qapan in Kurdistan 

is an instance of the upholding of the Zoroastrian tradition by

local princes (fig. 9)• Here are depicted two men, wearing 'Median' 

clothes and flanking the fire altar. Both have bows in their left 

hands and are raising their right hands upward. Their mouths are 

covered tfm a similar manner to figures depicted on the gold frag­

ments of the Oxus Treasure (PI. 17) and the relief from Bunyan (PI. 

16).
In the light of these considerations the object on the coins 

cmay represent the Ka ba-i Zardusht, which seems to have been acc­

epted generally as the symbol of the Achaemenians at Naqsh-i Rustam 

(as would be the probable reason for Shapur I later setting his 

inscription on its base). This building may have been connected 

v/ith the Fravashi cult. The fravashi was the immortal element of 

living things, and the soul of the dead was also called fravashi.

To make statues of their ancestors and relatives, and to keep them

in a special place, was a part of general Zoroastrian observance
32under the Arsacids. Buildings such as the 'Square Hall’ at

33 3ANisa , and the shrine at Shami , were presumably devoted to the
■* cFravashi cult. The Fratarakas may have placed the Ka ba-i Zardusht
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on their coins so as to claim the fravasfejs of the Achaemenian 

kings as those of their own ancestors. This seems to be the most 

plausible explanation at the moment.

The second series of the coins of Pars was issued around 150 

to 100 B.C., in the reigns of Darius I and Autophradates II* One 

characteristic of this period is that these local rulers then 
called themselves 'shah1 (MLK'), but this cannot mean that they 

were independent. 'Shah' was a general term used both for absol­

ute rulers and for vassal-monarchs; and it is likely that these 

Persian princes were under Arsacid suzeraignty by then. The main

change in the coin design is the appearance of a bird upon the
c 35standard beside the main object - the putative Ka ba ; and after 

one issue by Darius I (PI. 50)» the standard appears as a mere 

pedestal, and the object is small and simplified (PI. 51-52)*

There is a winged figure above the projections of this building, 

which is similar to, but not so clearly drawn as, the Achaemenian 

winged disc. There is still no sign of fire upon the object.

The period of the third series of coins is around 100 B.C., 

and the names of Darius II, Oxathres and Artaxerxes II appear on 

them. The rulers are shown in profile on the obverse of the coins, 

wearing Parthian headdress* On the reverse there is a fire altar. 

This fire altar is of a standard type, and comparatively narrow 

and small. There is a semicircular shape upon the fire altar 

which may be the mound of ashes, and there is a fire blazing above 

it (PI. 53)* Before it stands a king, wearing a long gown with the 
skirt tightened around the waist, and v/ith the baraom in his hand. 
There is no information to explain this change of design upon the 

reverse of the coin. Parthia itself was on the move under ando
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after Mithradates II (c. 12̂ 1- - 89/87 B.C.), but the effect of this 
is likely to have been comparatively small upon the province of 

Pars, as far as can be determined. A possible explanation is 

rather that, as the memory of the Achaemenians faded, and the 

political force of their fravashi-cult diminished, the fire altar, 
more plainly a religious symbol, was used instead to represent the 
royal house.

But the fire altar disappeared again after a short time. In 

the fourth period of the coinage of Pars, from the first century 

B.C. to the rise of the Sasanians, the names of only eight kings 

are known and the designs of their coins were all different. On 

the obverse of the coins there was always the profile of the king, 
but on the reverse were such designs as the king's face, or bust, 

or a flying bird, or a design such as the moon, stars and diadem.

In addition to those coins of the provincial rulers of Pars, 

there are many coins issued by the Arsacids themselves. The most 
general design was the king's face on the obverse and a male or 

female god's statue on the reverse, with a Greek legend. The 

practice of depicting a god's figure on the coin, and hence in­

voking the god's protection for the king, and asserting the king's 

religious authority, was evidently due to Greek influence, since 

the mints of the period were almost all in Greek cities.

Arsaces, the founder of the Arsacid dynasty, appears among 

the figures of gods, and this is interesting because it reflects 

the custom of venerating the ancestors of the Arsacids. But the 
interpretation of the god's figures needs some consideration. One 

problem is presented by the nature of Hellenic culture. The Mace­

donians and Greeks, as they colonised, tended to identify the local
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gods with their own gods, and so, among Zoroastrian yazatas,

they identified Ahura Mazda with Zeus, Mithra with Apollo-
36Helios-Hermes, and Varsthraghna with Heracles-Ares. Conver­

sely, the Iranians presumably regarded the representation of 

gods on the coins as those of Zoroastrian yazatas in Greek guise* 

That is, in Arsacid times, when Iranians saw Aphrodite they pre­
sumably thought of Anahita, when Zeus, of Ahura Mazda. Once in 

the Arsacid period a king, Vologeses I (c* 50-76), set a fire 

altar on some of his bronze coin-issues (PI. 5^-55)» possibly 
to invoke the protection of fire instead of thfit of a yazata. 

Vologeses I also introduced the Aramaic legends instead of Greek 

ones on his coins. Moreover, the name Vologeses is remembered as

that of a king who initiated the compilation of the Avesta and
37the secondary religious works m  Arsacid times, though we do 

not know whether that Vologeses was Vologeses I or one of the 

other kings of the same name.

Finally, we have to mention a passage in the Vendidad, the 

Avestan nask, which was probably compiled in Parthian times.

There (Vd. 8.8l ff.) the expression daitya- gatu- ('appointed 

place') is first used for a fire sanctuary. All this cumulative 
evidence indicates that the temple cult of fire was firmly est­

ablished in Parthian times.
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According to modern custom in Persia, when a new fire 

temple is built and the fire is moved to it, the old one 

is simply abandoned.
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Chapter km Remains concerning fire in Sasanian times

1Ardashir was a son of Papak , who was, or had made himself, 

vassal-ruler of Istaxr near Persepolis in Pars, where there was a 

great temple of Anahid (Anahita). After Ardashir succeeded his 
father, he extended his territory by defeating Shadhshapur, vassal- 

ruler of Isfahan, and thereafter he defied and defeated his over­

lord, the Arsacid King of kings, Ardal?an (Artabanus) at the battle
2of Hormuzd in A.D.22^. He then entered the Parthian capital of

3Ctesiphon and was possibly crowned there as King of kings in 226. 
According to one tradition, he took a princess of the house of

kArsaces as his wife and thus secured the legitimacy of his king­

ship. His kingdom extended from the Oxus to Azerbaijan and Armenia; 

and in order to unite these far-flung countries, none of which had 

submitted easily to him, he seems to have used a great deal of 

propaganda, which included giving prominence to his dynastic fire.

Tosar,^ Chief Herbed,^ was the religious counsellor of Ardashir

I, and also had evidently some authority in political matters. He
7 .wrote a letter, now known as the Tansar Name, m  reply to one from 

^ushnasp, King of Parishwar and Tabaristan, in which he admitted 

that Ardishir *has taken away fires from the fire temples and ex-
g

tinguished them and blotted them out1. He justified this action

with the following words: 'After Darius each of the "kings of the

peoples" built his own fire-temple. This was pure innovation,

introduced by them without the authority of kings of old'* In

reversal of this act the new King of Kings, he wrote, 'has

razed the temples, and confiscated the endowments, and had the fires
. . 9carried back to their place of origin*. Other sources tell us 

that in Armenia Ardashir destroyed idols and established sacred



55.
10fires instead. Ardashir seems thus to have refused to admit 

the existence of any dynastic fires but his own, as part of est­

ablishing sole dominion over a unified empire.

On the positive side, Ardashir seems to have established many 
Ataxsh i Wahrams ('fires of Victory') in places which were somehow 
memorable to him. According to the Karnamag i Artaxshir i Papakan, 

he ordered the establishment of ten Ataxsh i Wahrams on the coast 

at Boxt-Ardashir (KnA. km 7) » several in Ardashir-Xwarrah (KnA. 7#
9), seven in Kulan (KnA. 8. 18), and ten in Waraxsh- Shapur (KnA.
15* 21). Although this work, compiled probably around the fifth 
century, cannot be regarded as an accurate history, these state­

ments may reliably indicate Ardashir's religious zeal. The king
-  11 declared himself as Mazda-worshipper (mazdayasn) on his coins,

and also brought back trophies of war to his own fire temples,
-  12according to Tabari. Similar deeds were carried out by his son 

Shapur I (A.D. 2^1-272). The latter said in his inscription on the 

Ka ba-i Zardusht at Haqsh-i Rustam that he 'in land upon land has 

established many V/ahram fires and has conferred benefiGes upon many
15magi-men and has made great the gods' worship (SKZ, Parthian, 1.17)'.

The rock-sculpture near the bridge at Firuzabad shows Ardashir 

receiving the diadem of kingship from Ohrmazd (Ahura Mazda) (PI.56). 

Between him and Ohrmazd there is a small fire altar standing knee-high. 

This altar is shaped like a pillar on a square platform, and its top 
part is like a large bowl. The scene itself was evidently depicted 

in order to declare that Ardashir*s victory and kingship originated 

in Ohrmazd; therefore this fire altar may be similar to ones estab­
lished in the Firss of V/ahram of his foundation.

In addition to the above mentioned evidence, Sasanian coins 

supply solid ground for the belief that the dynastic fire was con-
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sidered to be a main symbol of the unity of the empire. Although 

the earlier coin-issues of Ardashir 1 bear his face on the obverse 

and Papak's on the reverse, on later issues, from the middle of 

his reign, a fire altar is depicted on the reverse (PI.57)• This 
altar was of the standard shape, that is, a pillar set on a three- 
stepped base, with three parallel steps at the top. The flame 
shown upon it is large and vigorous. The top of the altar is supp­

orted with props in the shape of an animal's legs, (possibly a 

lion's), an elaboration which had not been seen before. The basic 

shape reminds us of the Achaemenian fire altar shown in the tomb 

reliefs at Naqsh-i Rustam (P1.15* 20-21), but is somewhat different 

from the altars depicted in Arsacid times on Vologeses* coins (PI. 

5^-55) and the coins of Persis (P1.55)* Since a diadem is tied to 
the props, and the legend on the reverse is read as 'the fire of 

Ardashir', the fire must be the dynastic one, which was kept burn­

ing during the reign of each king. To depict the dynastic fire 

altar on the reverse of his coins in such a dignified manner must 

have been a very effective means for Ardashir to disseminate his 

claim to sole dominion.
This custom, of showing the dynastic fire altar on the reverse

of their coins, was continued by the following Sasanian kings; but

an altar shaped like Ardashir's can be seen on only few issues

thereafter. The commonest shape of altar (see Pl.58-6^) is slightly

different, in that instead of having props to support the large top 

part, the pillar in the middle becomes very thick. The base has 

usually two steps, but at the top there are still three, which seem 

to support a large bowl. The flame is huge, and a diadem is usually 

tied around the pillar or placed above the whole scene - 'scene* 

because the altar is almost always flanked by two figures, shorter 

than the altar itself.
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One of these figures, on the left side of the altar in each

case, is presumably the king himself, for whom this particular fire

was established, for his crown is usually similar to that of the
1 *̂king on the obverse. The figure on the right, however, varies

15from time to time, and is usually considered as a priestly one.
But on some of the coins of Hormuzd I and V/ahram XI, the right-hand 

figure appears to foe female (PI. 59» 6l). C. Trever considers this 

female figure to be a queen, from the resemblance of her headdress
■j ^

to that of the queen depicted on the obverse; but the similarity 

in her style of presentation to that of the Goddess Anahid suggests 

more that this figure is Anahid. This is particularly striking on 
a coin of Wahram II (PI. 6l), where she holds a diadem in her hand 
in the same manner as Anahid is shown in the rock-relief of the 

investiture of Narseh at Naqsh-i Rustam (PI. 65)- Therefore it 

seems likely that in general the figure on the right of the altar 

is the yazad who guards the fire of the reigning king, though the 

identification of each yazad is difficult* In some cases the two 

figures are very similar, so in these instances the figure on the 

right-hand side might be the heir of the king, since the heir is 

sometimes depicted on the obverse beside the bust of the king.^ 

After the later issues of Shapur II (A.D. 309-79), a human 

bust occasionally appears in the flames upon the top of the altar, 

or is set against the pillar part of the altar itself (PI. 66-68). 
Apart from a similarity of shape, the altars on such issues have 
two characteristics in common with the earlier ones: one is that 

they carry a diadem, and the other is that they are guarded by two 

figures. Therefore, these altars, too, must bear the dynastic 

fire; but the problem is, who the busts are supposed to represent.
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Several suggestions have been made for the identification, ranging
18 -  19 from Ohrmazd himself, or Adur, the fire yazad, to the image
-  20of a Frawahr (Fravashi), but none of them is wholly convincing# 

Firstly, in the case of Ohrmazd, there seems no reason for 

the supreme Lord to be shown in the flames of the fire, fire being 

only a part of his sevenfold creation. Though Ohrmazd was often 
depicted on rock-reliefs in anthropomorphized form in Sasanian 

times, he never otherwise appears among flames. As for Adur, he 

was represented by the flames themselves. He was in general the 

least anthropomorphized of the yazads, and is not known, moreover, 

to have any particular link with the Sasanian royal house. In the 

case of a Frawahr, this is most likely to have been particularly 

the Frawahr of Ardashir I, for he v/as highly venerated throughout 

the Sasanian era as the founder of the dynasty. In Istaxt, the 

birth-place of the Sasanian dynasty, there was a fire called 'the

Fire of Anahid-Ardashir1, which was still burning in the time of
— 21 — Wahram II (A.D. 276-293) (KNR. 1.25). Hence the fire of Ardashir

may have been maintained, exceptionally, in perpetuity, as the fire

of Arsaces had apparently been maintained throughout the Arsacid

period. Yet if the bust were that of his Frawahr, one would expect

the flames in which it is depicted on the reverse of the coins to

be those of the original dynastic fire, not that of the actual king

on the obverse. This interpretation seems unacceptable, however,

for the legend on the reverse always tells us that the fire is in
fact that of the reigning king.

Consequently, yet another possibility exists, that the bust
actually represents the reigning king. Although there is no other

evidence for any king's bust being placed on an altar in Iran, it

was a popular custom among Creeks and Romans to make busts of eminent
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persons and set them in public places or temples. If a bust of 

its founder were shown on its altar, this would have established 
the identity of the fire in question. Especially on the coins of 

Wahram V (A.D. ^21-39)» the head on the altar is very similar to 

that of the king on its obverse, and wears the same crown (PI.68). 
Therefore it would seem that it must represent the same person, 
though it must be admitted that in most cases this is not easy 

to determine.
By the end of the reign of Vologeses (A.D. ^8^-88), the human

bust on the altar disappears again, and after the issue of Khusrow 1

(A.D. 531-579) the shape of the altar becomes more slender (PI. 69- 

71). Nevertheless, the altar must still be that of the dynastic 

fire, for the diadem is tied around it. The slender altar-shape 

lasts until the end of the Sasanian period. There is one unusual 

issue of Khusrow II (A.D. 591-628), which does not have the fire 

altar on its reverse. Instead it shows a human figure with a dia­
dem (PI. 72). Although.it is not very clear, this figure's crown 

looks similar to that worn by Khusrow II on the obverse, therefore 

this is apparently a standing figure of Khusrow II.

As far as the coins are concerned, the dynastic fire was cer­
tainly used as the main symbol of the dynasty throughout the era.

The year was counted as such-and-such a year 'of the fire of' the 
22reigning king. The circulation of these coins must have served 

as an efficient means of convincing the people of the legitimacy 

of Sasanian rule, and of declaring the state of political and 

religious unity under them.

Let us now examine the fire altars found on seals. Since the 

use of cylinder seals had almost finished before Parthian times, 

many Parthian and Sasanian seals are undistinguishable, although a



60.
number bear the portrait of the owner in the Parthian period,

23and his name in the Sasanian epoch. The use of seals was
necessary for certain legal documents and for religious affairs,
therefore to have a seal was not only common to the kings, kings*

officials and priests, but was necessary also for many ordinary 
2kpeople. Since seals were used to crave 'for the divine protect- 

25ion1 (as their legends show), they tend to display religious 

subjects. The fire altar was one of the most popular designs.

Its shape is of the standard type with a rather slender pillar 

and one or two steps on top and base.

In the engravings of these fire altars, the altar either 
stands alone or is attended by one or two men. Where the fire 

altar is depicted alone, it is usually supported by two props 

(PI. 73-76), as on the early coins of Ardashir I, but more simply 
conveyed. In some cases there are other cross-pieces to support 

the pillar-part (PI. 77-78). These cross-pieces sometimes appear, 
not as if they are supporting the altar, but as if they are hanging 

from it (PI. 79-80). There are also some altars with no props 

(PI. 81-82). In all cases the flame upon the altar is very large 

and vigorous. Only one such seal has an inscription on it (PI.

82), and on this the word 'fire (1fd]wr)' can be read; but it is 

not certain if this is part of the title of a priest of a fire 

temple, or simply of a proper name* There is one altar on which 

no flase is seen, but on which there appears to be a mound of ash
26(PI. 83)* This probably represents the fire altar in stylized 

manner•

Another seal shows a human bust in the flames on the same type 

of altar (PI. 8^). The inscription on this was read by E. E.
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27Herzfeld as 'priest of a fire called "Shapur's fire" '• This 

might therefore be the official seal of the priest in charge of 

that particular fire, and the face on the altar might be that 

of its founder.
Wow we proceed to the case of seals on which is depicted a

fire altar attended by one or two men (PI. 85-90)- These men

wear a tunic, knee-length, and tied round the waist with a belt.

They carry a straight knife on their belts, and wear a hood and
seemingly a mouth-veil (padam), although sometimes these details

are not recognizable- They hold something like the barsom in their

hands. Judging from these characteristics, they must be priests,
performing the ritual in front of the fire. The fire altar stands

without props and is of a convenient height for serving the fire,

that is knee- or waist-high. Where the altar is set under a dome

or an arch (Pi. 89), this apparently represents an altar in a

temple. According to the Pahlavi books, 'the fire is enthroned

upon t|ie throne in the dome (ataxsh i andar gumbad abar gab.

nishanend) (WZ. 29-3)J nnd many temple remains of this period
show in fact the traces of a four-arched structure over the altar-

place. Plate 90 shows an impression of a cylinder seal, unusual 
28in this period, depicting a slightly different scene from that 

described above. Here a human figure, wearing a similar tunic and 

a sword, stands in front of the standard type of fire-altar, which

is rather tall but not higher than his breast. At the other side

of the altar two smaller figures approach in ^ respectful attitude. 

This scene may be interpreted as shotting the cult of the house 

fire, apparently of the house of one of the high - perhaps princely 
ranks, being performed by its head, and the smaller figures may 

possibly be his children.
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Apart from the above-mentioned seals, there are some seals

which presumably represent the ritual of sacrifice, since they

show not only the altar and priest, but also a sheep or a goat

(PI* 91-93)* I*1 these cases, the altars appear to be of the
same shape and scale as the fire altars, but no flame is depicted 

29on them* The priests wear the same tunic, and, m  the case of

the seal on Plate 92, even the mouth-veil* They hold in their

hands something looking like either the barsom or a straight sword,

both of which are necessary for the sacrifice. In each case a
priest stands between the altar and the animal. His body turns

towards the altar but his face looks back at the sheep or goat.

It is known both from the writings of Herodotus and Strabo, and

from the evidence of later times, that the Persians did not place

the whole body of the victim on the fire at the sacrifice, btit
30only a portion of the fat* Therefore it is unlikely that they 

placed the body on the fire in Sasanian times only. The altar 
depicted on these seals may accordingly be the sacrificial altar 

for devoting offerings to other yazads, and so be different in 

purpose from the fire altar, although it looks similar. Further, 

some seals bear an altar in a similar setting on which the dead 

victim is already placed (PI. 8A-95)* Other seals show something 

like the crescent moon and stars (PI. 96-98), or a bird (PI. 99) 

on the altar, or just an empty altar (PI. 100-102) similarly shaped 

to the fire altar. These were presumably altars dedicated to other 

yazads.

Since in Sasanian times the dynastic fire seems always to 

have carried a diadem, the fire altars depicted on seals are pro­

bably those of fire temples or religious sanctuaries, especially
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in the case of those showing priests performing rituals, or 

depicting the altar under a gumbad (dome). Each fire temple 

was usually, it seems, named after its founder, therefore such 

seals might have been used by members of the fotmder's house as 

well as by the priests in charge of the fire in question. Act­

ually it is known that there were many fires founded at an indiv­

idual's expense and named after him in Sasanian times. Shapur I 

declared that he had set up 'named fires (pad nam adur)' for him­
self and each important member of his family, 'for our souls (pad

- - 31amah ruwan) (SKZ Parthian 11. 17-19)** Wot only the king, but
- 32also a powerful commoner such as Itirder stated: 'and also by 

means of my estate, I have founded many Wahram fires from place 

to place* (u-m pad xwesh-iz xanag gyag o gyag was adur i wahram 

nishast) (KNR. 1. b-7) • Kirder was given the title 'Herbed' under 

Ardashir (see SKZ. Parthian. 1. 3*0 » and under Shapur he claimed 

that of 'mowbed', then under Hormizd I (A.D. 272-273) he attained 

the title of ' Qhrmazd-mov/bed' and then by Wahram II, the honorific 

title Boaitruwan-Wahram, ' (by whom) the soul of V/ahram has been 

saved', was given to him. He was in charge of the fires called 

'The Fire of Anahid-Ardashir and Anahid, the Lady' at Istaxr 

(KNR. 1. 25). His power, which seems to have lasted at least

until the reign of Narseh (A.D. 293-302), was particularly great
under Wahram II, and he managed to check the growth of Manichaeism 

by having Mani executed (c. A.D. 277).
Later Mihr-Narseh, who was the wuzurg-framadar (chief minister) 

of Yazdagird I (A.D. 399-^21) and of the following kings, Wahram V 

(A.D. 421-^39) and Yazdagird II (A.D. ^39-^57)? is said to have
built village fire temples in the names of himBelf and his three

5ksons. Therefore to build a named fire must have been a wide-
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spread custom in Sasanian times. Some fifty ruins have been 

identified as fire-temples of this period, almost all of which 

are located in the area of Pars and the neighbouring provinces*

This evidence may indicate that the founding of named fires was 
not as popular in other regions of the empire. In fact the 

Parsis, who emigrated to Gujarat in India from Khorasan at the

beginning of the tenth century, were satisfied with only one
- 35Atash Bahram for nearly eight hundred years.

Before we go on to examine the actual ruins of fire temples, 

mention must be made of the three most sacred fires, repeatedly 

spoken of with veneration in the later Pahlavi books, namely 

Adur Farkbag, Adur Gushnasp and Adur Burzen-Mihr. The names of 

all three appear to be proper names, and so are likely to be 

their founders* names (on the basis of the above evidence). One 
reason for their veneration must be that they were in existence 

since very ancient* probably Parthian, times or even before. All 

three were believed to have been established by ancient or legendary 

figures: Adur Burzen-Mihr (as we have seen) by Vishtasp, Adur Farn­
bag by Jam (Yima), and Adur Gushnasp by Kai Khusrow. Each was 

situated in the homeland of one of the leading Iranian peoples:

Adur Farnbag in Pars, Adur Gushnasp in Media and Adur Burzen-Mihr 

in Parthia. Since Adur Burzen-Mihr has already been considered in 

the previous chapter, we shall study here the other two.

Adur Farnbag was said first to have been founded on the 

Xwarrahomand Mountain in Khwarezm (GBd. 18.10), and then to have 

been transferred to a certain Mount Roshn in the region of 

1Kavulistan', which must, however, be a region in Pars, for the 

fire 'remains there even now' according to the Bundahishn (l8.ll).
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Because of the ambiguity of the Pahlavi spelling, the word read
- 36as 'k.-.stan' can be interpreted in one manuscript as VKarnikan1 

that is present Kariyan, a place renowned for its famous fire
•zntemple. Though the actual site has not yet been excavated, the

identification is very likely. This fire may be still in exist-
v 38ence in the village of Sharifabad 011 the Yazdi plain. According

to Ibn al-Faqih al-Hamadani, after the conquest by the Arabs,

'Azarxurra’ (Adur Farnbag) was divided in two for safety, one 
*

- ~ 3 9part being kept in Kariyan and the other m  Fasa; and the fire

brought by the Dastur dasturan (the chief of the priests) to Shar- 

ifabad, perhaps in the eleventh or twelfth century, appears to be 

one of those two fires; for it is still knoira to the villagers as 

an Atash Bahram, with the special name of A$or Xara (a dialect 

form of Adur Farnbag)•
In the case of Adur Gt\shnasp, the circumstances are different. 

The greatest fire-temple ruins discovered until now in Iran are 

the ruins on Taxt-i Suleiman in Azerbaijan, and these have been 

identified as those of Adur Gushnasp. The identification was made 

certain by the discovery of bullae from a store-room there, which 

bear the words 'High-priest of the house of the fire of Gushnasp
W. a. « « — . i|-0(mowbed i xanag i Adur i Gushnasp)1. According to legend, Adur

Gushnasp was established on Mount Asnavand (Av. Asnavant) in place

of an idol-temple at Lake Recast (Av. Caecasta) (GBd. 18.12). Lake
Recast was identified with Lake Urmiya, some 200 Km west of the

site. Therefore it is still doubtful if Taxfc-i Suleiman was the

original site for Adur Gushnasp. The temple of Adur Gushnasp was

pillaged by the Byzantine emperor Heraclius in 623 or 62̂ -. ^  This

suggests the enormous wealth of the temple, which attracted his

attack, and explains why this site was so well fortified thereafter
k2by an immensely strong wall.
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The temple, enclosed by this and an earlier wall, is found 

to the north of a small circular lake on the hill (fig. 10). One 
large complex consists of about thirty rooms, some of them domed 

(fig. 11). In a separate complex to the west of these there seems 

to be the real sanctuary of Adur Gushnasp, well protected by long 

corridors and pillared halls, before access can be gained to it.
This sanctuary originally had a flat roof and was made of mud-

If if.brick, but later was converted to a stone structure with a dome. 

Under the dome is a great three-stepped pedestal,probably that of 

the altar of Adur Gushnasp itself (PI. 103). There are also several 

fragmented pillar-altars found in the pillared halls (PI. 10^), 

similar in shape to those depicted on the reverse of many coins 

of the period. It is recorded that several royal visits were 

made to Adur Gushnasp, including those by Wahram V (A.D. ^*21-^39)*
- » kgKhusrow Anoshirvan (A.D. 531-579) and Khusrow Parwez (A.D. 591- 

l\n628) . These visits were usually accompanied by huge presents
or endowments to the temple, so famed for its enormous richness

among Byzantine and Islamic writers. Adur Gushnasp seems to have
A8continued to burn down to at least the eleventh century.

Apart from these three most sacred fires, there are some 

particularly venerated fires referred to by name in the Pahlavi 

books. In the Bundahishn these are Adur i V/artastar in Bakhlan 

in the Pisa district (GBd. 18. 19) in Khorasan, Adur i Katakan 

(GBd* 18. 20) and the fire Karkoy in Seistan (GBd. 18. 21). The 
first two are not known from any other source, but the Karkoy fire 
must be identical with the 'miraculous fire of Karkog' (warzawand 

ataxsh j karkog) (ShE. 3&). This fire was said to have first been 

established by Frasiyab, the Tuirya king, in the capital of Zarang
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district, and to have been re-established by Kai Khusrow- These

are the names of rather legendary figures, hence this fire may be
one of those which had existed and been venerated before Sasanian

times. The place of this fire may be identified with the Koruk

mentioned by Isidor of Charax in his Parthian Stations (§ 17)*

Even though he did not mention any fire there, Karkoy fire was
reported by several Muslim writers and continued in existence

2*9for centuries after the fall of the Sasanxan dynasty* In Seistan 

the 'temple on the Kuh-i Xwaja was enlarged under the Sasanians from 

the original plan (fig. 12). The fire 'Parantkar' and the fire in 
Komis, which were said to burn without fuel (and which are ident­
ified by some scholars), are also mentioned in the Bundahishn (GBd*

18. 23-24). There are other fire temples mentioned by Muslim
- - - - 50 - - - S Iwriters, for example one in Firuzabad and one in Bxshapur.

Although actual sites are still difficult to identify, the 

characteristic structural feature of the ruins of religious build­

ings from this period is noteworthy. This is generally called

supporting a dome (gumbad) over a square room (for example, see

remote places, A. Godard proposed the idea of 'signal fires', to 

which the priests supposedly carried the fire at night to be a

known in Zoroastrian tradition, and also carrying sacred fires by 

night to isolated places of difficult access would hardly have been 

possible. D© Huff suggests that 'all ruins for which a Zoroastrian 

origin may further be considered, have a square, domed, central

v ('four arches'), and consists of four corner-pillars

52PI. 105-107)* This was presumably the actual fire-sanctuary, as
v — —mentioned above. As some of the cahar tags are located in high,

53signal. But this theory is improbable, for the practice is not
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room which is sheltered against the outside by walls, corridors

5hor adjoining room1. Further he says that *a certain number of
■ y  wm  * « 55cahar tags have to be dated into the Islamic period*. Therefore 

all cahar tags are not necessarily of Zoroastrian construction, 

since this type of structure continued in use for religious build­

ings even into the Islamic period.
Lastly we should discuss the problem of altars standing in

the open. At Naqsh-i Rustam there are twin altars decorated with
56four arched domes on their pedestals (PI. 108). This decoration

TQT — —must be imitated from the real cahar tag construction used m  

religious buildings. The two altars together remind us of those 

at Pasargadae (PI. 1), but in both cases their precise purpose is 

unknown. Single altars of similar character are found at Kuh-i

Shahrak, with a simplified decoration of four arches (PI. 109), and
—  —  * 37at Bagh-i Budrah with no decoration (PI. 110). Each of these

stone structures has a rather large, deep hollow in its top; but 
the places where they are set are usually among rocks and diffi­

cult of access. Since they stand thus in the open, it is unlikely 

that they bore ever-burning fires; they were more probably used 

for some open-air cult, as at Pasargadae in ancient times.

In conclusion, it can be said that fire was very much vener­

ated throughout the Sasanian era. In the dynastic fire, the Sas­

anian rulers found an effective means of propagating their claim 

to a unique, legitimate authority over the Iranian peoples. The 

fire altars depicted on the reverse of their coins served well for 

this purpose, together with the imposing rock reliefs and inscrip­

tions in which their claims were clearly set out. The temple cult 

of fire flourished, as the number of ruins of this period attest.
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Chapter The concept of fire and its

cult in literature

Even though fire is referred to frequently throughout the 

later Ayesta, which was finally compiled in its surviving form 

in the Sasanian epoch, it is mainly mentioned there as one of 

the seven Creations of Ahura Mazda. It is mostly spoken of as
mm mm 0the 'Fire of Ahura Mazda'(atram ahurahe mazda, Y . 1 3 « 2, et passim), 

or invoked as 'Fire, son of Ahura Mazda* (atarsh puthra ahurahe 

mazda, Y.62.1, et passim), and is venerated as worthy of sacrifice 
and worship. Far from there being clear references to a temple 

cult of fire, there is not even plain evidence to be found in 

the Avesta for the existence of temples; and only a few passages 
may be taken to reflect the cult of fire in ancient days.

However, despite the lack of detailed textual evidence from 

the earliest times, there is no question but that fire was vener­

ated continuously throughout the history of Zoroastrianism, and 

that it was offered many prayers and sacrifices. Fire, when sat­

isfied, it was said, is a giver of these boons: 'swift bliss, 

swift protection and swift life, much bliss, much protection, 

much life, knowledge, holiness, a ready tongue, understanding for 

the soul and then great enormous undismayed wisdom' (asu xvathrgm 

asu thraeitim asu nitim pouru xvathram pouru thraitim pouru nitim 
mastim spano xshviwram hizvam urune ushi xratum pascaeta masit3m

o

mazantam apairi.athram, Y.62.^0 • Moreover, fire will give 'manly 

courage' (nairyarc«»» hepn.varaitlm, Y.62.3), and 'fully grov/n, free- 
born offspring' (tuthrusham asn^m ^frazaintim, ibid.) with all 

good qualities, 'who will further house, village, tribe, country



and empire' (ya... fratjayat nmanemca visamca zantumca dahyumca
*w f ydainghusastimca, ibid*)* These passages praise the productive 

and furthering qualities of fire, which may have originated in 

the concept of fire as life-force. Further, the image of fire 

as giving 'the best life, righteous, shining, having all bliss, 

so as to be achieving the good reward, good fame and long life 

for the soul' (vahishtam ahum ashaonq.m raocanghgun vispo.xvathrdffl,
— \r v — V -t- —Vzazsbuye vanghauca mizde vanghauca sravahe urunaeca daraghe 

havanghe, Y*62.6), may reflect the role of fire at the Last 
Judgment, which is prominently referred to in the Gathas*'L

In another passage, fire is venerated as 'the house-head of 
all houses created by Mazda, the son of Ahura Mazda, the right­
eous, the judge of asha together with all fires’ (vispanam

P
nmananam nrnano.paitlm mazdadatsm ahurahe mazda puthram ashavangm 

ashahe ratum... mat vispaeibyo atarBbyo, Y.17*11)• In the same 

passage fire is invoked with five distinctive epithets, which 

were later developed by scholastics into five categories of fire, 

which we shall discuss later on* These epithets are ba razsavah- 

'of high benefit’, vohu.fryana- ’being a good friend', urvazishta- 

'most joyful', vazishta- 'most useful*, and spenishta- 'holiest'• 
All five seem to be fit adjectives to describe fire as conceived 

in Zoroastrianism* As the object of worship, fire is holy, and 

as the helper and leader in life, morally and physically, it is a 

good friend for a righteous man. In the centre of a house, fire 
can be the symbol of a joyful, happy home-life. The usefulness 
and benefit of fire can be without doubt recognised by everyone. 

Urvazishta is also used as an epithet for the fire whose fravashi 

is worshipped (Yt* 13*85)* Atar vazishta is the fire which kills
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Daeva Sp'sn.jaghrya, demon of drought (Vd»19*A0), that is, it is 

the lightning-fire which is connected with rain-storms. Wor­

shipping fire by these five different epithets seems to be a 

way of expressing the fundamental unity of all fires.
Yasna 62.1-10 is the main Avestan source for the cult of

fire, and is largely identical with the Atash Nyaish, the prayer
2addressed to fire. Here it is said that the fxre ’should be

-zattended by a fully-aged man as a protector, (and) an instructed
Q

man as a protector1 (peranayush.harethri.buya dahmayush.harathri.
o

buya, Y.62.2). Further, the fire is 'to be given proper fuel, 

proper incense, proper nourishment and a proper abode1 (daityo. 
aesmi.buya daityo.baoi^i.buya daityo.pithwi.buya daxtyo.upasayeni. 

buya, ibid.). It is also said that to the fire are to be brought 
•fuel, brought according to asha, and barasman, spread according 

to asha and plant hadanaepata* (aesmam va ashaya beratarn 

baresma va ashaya frastaretdm urvar^m va ha^anaepatam, Y.62.9).

In the phrase 'proper fuel' or 'fuel brought according to 

asha* the kind of wood is not specified. As long as it is 'dry, 

selected for burning, and purified* (hikush *raocas.pairxshtam...

yaoz datura, Y.62.10), it is acceptable* 'To purxfy the fxre-wood* 

means to take off the bark, as the Pahlavi commentator says (Phi. 

Yd. 5.H-) • As for 'proper incense' , thxs xs traditionally made 

from fragrant plants, but their species are uhknown except for 

hac?anaepata- 'pomegranate*. Other named incenses are the sweet-
>inuiiiiwimii iiiih.imhc!—wimiiin>wim

smelling plants urvasna-, vohu.gaona- and vohu.kdr^ti- (Yd.18.71).
5which unfortunately have not been identxfxed.

'Proper nourishment' means the fat of animals, pithwi- being 

derived from pitu 'meat'. This offering was considered very
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meritorious. The fat could, be from any beneficient animal as 

long as it was full-grown and healthy; but no other part of the 

animal should be offered to fire. Concerning fat, Catullus said: 

'their (the Persians') child may worship the gods with acceptable 

hymns, whilst melting the fat caul (omentum) in the altar flame* 

(90)* The same observance is reported by Strabo, namely that 
the Persians believed 'that the good requires only the soul of 

the victim and nothing else... they place a small portion of the 

caul (epiploos) upon the fire' (15*3*13)* In later times, the 
fat offering was often taken from the tail of a fat-tailed sheep.

The man who makes these offerings to the fire, it is said,

has 'fire-wood, barasman, milk and mortar in his hand* (aesmo. 

zasto barasmo.zasto gao.zasto havano.zasto, Y.62.1)• Milk and 

haoma were essential for the Yasna ceremony, but this high ritual 
is by no means essential for offerings to the fire. Therefore 

the description in Y.62 is considered to refer specifically to 

Yasna- (The mortar is for crushing haoma. Many remains of 

mortars have been found in Persepolis, and the seal of Datam(es), 

discovered there (see PI.8, 9), shows the scene described in the 
Avestan words just quoted.)

These sections of Y*62 can apply both to the fire in the

temple and to the fire in an ordinary house, which has to be kept

burning during the householder's life-time; for fire is 'worthy
o

of sacrifice and prayer in the houses of men' (yesnyo buya vahmyo 

nmanahu mashyakanam, Y.62.1)• Even the expression daityo.upasayeni. 

baY- 'being with a proper abode*, does not necessarily apply to a 

fire temple or altar only. It simply indicates a fixed, suitable
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place which may also be the hearth in an ordinary house. There­
fore the words in Y.62 cannot be taken as a certain allusion to 

the temple cult of fire.
However, in the Vendidad, whose final compilation must have 

taken place after Seleucid times, a specially established sanct­

uary for fire appears to be referred to as daityo.gatu- ’appointed
7place*, as mentioned above. In the Pahlavi translation this is 

rendered as dad.gah, and this term is generally used to mean a 

fire temple in Sasanian times. The Pahlavi commentary on the 

Vendidad passage glosses daityo.gatu- as Ataxsh i Wahram (Phi.Yd. 

8.8l) , though the term is also used for a water sanctuary in the 

same text (13*17)• As the Avestan equivalent of Ataxsh i Wahram, 

that is *Atar V^rathraghnahe, is not attested, and the yazatas 

Atar and Varethraghna have no particular link with one another, 
except as having occasionally the same epithet, Mazda-data- 'created 

by Mazda1, the reason is not certain for calling the greatest 
temple fire Ataxsh i Wahram in Sasanian times.

Compared to these sparse Avestan references to fire, there 

are more elaborate statements and scholastic developments in the 
Pahlavi literature, as well as some detailed explanations of the 

cult. For example, the Bundahishn, 'Original Creation', whose 

final compilation belongs to the ninth century A.D., represents a 

Zoroastrian theology which must have been current in Sasanian times. 

The creation myth is vididly expounded there as follows:

First, Ohrmazd (Av. Ahura Mazda) and the Infinite Light (asar- 
roshnlh) , and Ahreman or Gannag Menog (Av. Angra Mainyu) and the 
Infinite Darkness (asar-tarigih) existed independently. 'Between 

them there was emptiness' (u-shan miyan tuhigih, GBd.1.5)• Ohrmazd,
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kno\tfing through his omniscience that battle against Ahreman was 

inevitable, created the first Creation. This Creation was wholly 
spiritual (menogiha) and everything was 'unthinking, unmoving and 

intangible' (amenidar ud arawag ud agriftar, ibid. l.lA). After 

3000 years Ahreman became aware of the existence of Ohrmazd and 

his Creation, and tried to destroy them. Ohrmazd made a treaty 

(payman) of war, limited to 9000 years, with Ahreman, because 

Ohrmazd knew he could win the war in this fixed time.

The Creation of the material world was carried out in order 

to settle the time and place for that war, and the manner in which 

it would be fought. Therefore each individual act of Creation by 
Ohrmazd was followed by an act of Counter-Creation by Ahreman. 

'Ohrmazd created the body of his Creation in the form of fire, 

bright, white, round and seen from afar, from his own selfhood, 

from the substance of light1 (Ohrmazd az an I xwesh xwadih az 
getigroshnih kirb i daman i xwesh fraz brehenid pad ataxsh kirb i 

roshn I sped ud gird fraz paydag, ibid. l.AA)• 'Fire was created 

in the form of live embers, and its brightness was derived from 

the Infinite L^ght’ (ataxsh dad xwarg u-sh brah az asar-roshnih 

awish paywast, ibid. la.A). The close relationship between fire 
and the Creation, as seen in the thought of Zoroaster, was obvious 
still in Sasanian theology. In another Pahlavi book, the Wizidagiha 
i Zadspram 'Selections of Zadspram', composed about fifty years be­

fore the final redaction of the Bundahishn, it is said that 'Fire 

was diffused in all, entirely in the six elements' (ataxsh andar 

wisp bud pargandag, hammis pad shish gohrag, W Z , 1*25)* These six 

'elements' (in Zadspram's Hellenized terminology) are the creations 

of sky, water, earth, plants, animals and man, as found in the 

Avesta.
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There were five classifications of fire, the Berezi-savang, 

Vohufryjpi, Urvazist, Vazist and Spenist, based on the five epith­

ets of fire set out in Y.17.11. According to the Zand of Y.17.11* 

Berezi-savang is the fire which is destined for use in the material

world, which includes the ’fire of Wahram1• Vohufryan is that in
—  8 —the body of man and animals, Urvazist is in plants, Vazist is in

the clouds, and Spenist is the fire which blazes before Ohrmazd 
9the Lord.

Of actual fires, the tjiree most sacred, Adur Farnbag, Adur 

Gushnasp, and Adur Burzen Mihr, were held to have been created at 

the original Creation, for the protection of the world, in the 

shape of three Glories (GBd. 18.8). In the reign of Taxmuraf 

(Av. Taxma TJrupa), the tradition was, when men crossed the sea 

on the back of the mythical Gav Srisok, from Xwanirah (the central 

clime) to other climes, the fire which they had with them on the 

Bull’s back fell into the sea, blown by the wind. Then thkse 

three fires took its place, blazing like three Glories in the 

adur-gah (’brazier1 or ’fire-container’), and giving light so 

that they could cross safely (GBd. 18.9). In the time of Jam 

(Av. Yima), it is said, all this hero's works were performed with 

the help of these three fires (GBd. 18.10). Then Adur Farnbag \*as 

established in a fixed abode by Jam, and Adur Gushnasp by Kai 

Khusrow (as mentioned above in the previous chapter)• Adur Bur­

zen Mihr was said to be still moving about then, and protecting 

the world. This fire, according to tradition, appeared in a 

vision to Vishtasp, together with Wahman (Av. Vohu Manah) and 

Ardwahisht (Av. Asha Vahishta) Vishtasp was held to be the

person who established Adur Burzen Mihr in a fixed 'proper' place. 

However, legends still continued about these three fires, and it



8o.
is said that they will accompany and help illustrious Peshotan 

future son of Vishtasp, when he goes to destroy image-shrines 

(ZVY. 7.26, 37).
These legends must reflect the great popularity of the ven­

eration of the three fires in Sasanian times. Each of them was 

said to have a particular link with the three classes of society, 

that is, Adur Farnbag with the priestly class (asron), Adur Gush­

nasp with the warrior class (arteshtar), and Adur Burzen Mihr with 

the agricultural class (wastriyosh) (GBd. 18.17)* These fires are

frequently mentioned in connection with the taking of oaths by
11kings and heroes, and visits by such persons to their shrines. 

Thus Ardashir is said to have visited Adur Farnbag in order to 

pray for victory before the battle of Hormizd (KnA. 7*1). Acc­
ording to the Bhahname, Rustam held a feast at Adur Barzin, that 

is, Burzen Mihr (Warner, 11.107), and Adur Gushnasp received royal 

visits from Kai Khusrow (op.cit. III.20), Kai Kaus (op.cit., IV. 

238), Wahram V (op.cit., VII. 139), Khusrow I (Qp.cit., VII. 230, 

363), and Khusrow II (op.cit., VIII. 283, 3°7, 312). In Sasanian 
times such pilgrimages brought money to the shrines and their 

priests, and were considered greatly meritorious.

Ordinary believers also ardently visited and gave money to 
12these great fires. But to take care of one’s own fire properly

was a more basic and essential duty* It is said that 'if anyone
does not maintain the fire-place (atash-gah) properly, (even) if

he gives a hundred dinars to the fire Gushasp (Gushnasp), it is
13not accepted, and that sin does not depart from him'. Proper

l*fcare meant the due supplying of clean fire-wood and incense, and 
maintaining the fire in purity. The presentation of zohr, the
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15fat offering, is also mentioned* For safety, the use of last
16year's fire-wood is recommended.

’If someone were to extinguish a fire’, it was a great sin,

therefore, for recompense for this act, he must undertake 'collect-
17ing ten fires, and enduring ten punishments, and killing ten ants 

and giving the fat-offering (zohr) to the Staxsh i Wahram' (Ke 

ataxsh-ew be oaaned, a-sh dah ataxsh be cinishn u-sh dah padifrah 
be barishn u-sh *morzak dah be ozanishn u-sh gohr o ataxsh i 

Wahram dahishn, SnS. 7*9)* In- the case of Karshasp, v/ho was a 

great Iranian hero, his soul was rejected from heaven by Fire in 

spite of his many great achievements, because he committed an in­

voluntary sin against fire. The cauldron in which he was cooking 
meat was overturned and extinguished the fire beneath it, as the 

result of a sudden movement by Az i Sruwar.^ His soul was at 

last forgiven only through the intercession of Zoroaster*

Especially to extinguish the Ataxsh i Wahram, which should be 

ever-burning in purity and holiness, was a great sin (MX , 36-9)*
Therefore it was very proper to appoint a person to be in charge

19of a sacred fire, and to give him maintenance and salary. In 

the Pahlavi books, a fire temple was generally called xanag i 

ataxsh or man i ataxsh, or kadag i ataxsh, all meaning the ’house

of fire', and an 'altar' or stand on which the actual fire was
-  -  -  -  20kept was adur (ataxsh)-gah (-dan)• The fire in it might be one

of three grades, namely Ataxsh i Wahram, Ataxsh i Adaran and Adurog, 

though the distinction or difference between these is never system­

atically explained in the Pahlavi books.

The 'Fire of Wahram* described not as Ataxsh i Wahram but as 

Adur Warahram , presumably the Parthian term (Adur i Wahram in the
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Pahlavi rendering), is the earliest known category, being found 

in the inscription of Shapur I (,SKZ. Parthian, 1.17, see above 

p.35)* As Wahram is the yazad of victory, it would not be sur­

prising if many Wahram fires were founded at memorable sites or
r 21places of victory by both Ardashir and Shapur. However, the 

reason why fire of the highest rank came to be called the ’fire 

of victory’ is not certain, unless 'victory' symbolized the vic­

tory of Zoroastrianism over evil or 'heresy'. This interpretation 

may be supported by the inscription of Kirder, which calimed that 

Kirder founded many Adur i Wahrams (KKS5. 1.15), for his 'victories'

were more likely to have been over 'heresy' and alien religions
22than by force of arms.

According to the Pahlavi Vendidad (8. 8 1 - 9 6 ), sixteen kinds of 

fires are named to be purified and brought to the dad-gah, which 
according to the Middle Persian commentary is to be understood as 

the Ataxsh x Wahram. These fires are one, the fire which cooked 

nasa 'dead matter* (ataxsh-nasapak, Av. atrem nasupakam); two, that 

itfhich cooked liquid impurities (rud-pak, Av. uruzdipakem); three, 
that which cooked dung (sargen, Av. saire.hyat); four, that from 
potters' ovens (xumb zamipacan, Av. xumbat z^maini.pacikat); five, 

that from glass-makers' ovens (xumb jampacan, Av. xumbat yamo. 

pacikat), six, that from onay arzuritan, Av. aonyat paro.baralyat 

(the meaning is obsctire); seven, that from goldsmiths (pitar zarren- 
patkaran, Av. pisrat zaranyo.saepat); eight, that from silversmiths 
(pitar asemenpatkaran, Av. pisrat grazato.saepat); nine, that from 
iron-mongers (pitar ayen patkaran, Av. pisrat ayo.saepat); ten, 

that from iron-manufacturers (pitar palaftayen patkaran, Av. pisrat 

haosafnaeno.saepat); eleven, that from bakers’ ovens (tanur, Av. 

tanurat); twelve, that from a cooking cauldron (deg, Av. dishtat);
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thirteen, that from onay takian, Av. aonyat taxairyat (obscure);

fourteen, that from the way of shepherds (rah storban, Av. pantat

staoro.payat); fifteen, that from the (army) camp (?) (skarya, Av.

skairyat); and sixteen, from the nearest fire (nazdik, Av. nazdishtat),

presumably, that is, the hearth fire. These sixteen different
sorts of fires held to need purification probably gave rise to the
original idea that sixteen different fires had to be collected and

purified separately so as to unite in one strong fire, the Ataxsh

i Wahram, which was.then to be enthroned in its 'proper* place.

Once installed, an Ataxsh i Wahram is said to be so powerful that

it can kill a thousand demons (Phi. Vd. 8.80).
The fire of the second grade, Ataxsh i Adaran, is not referred

to in Pahlavi by this term. There the second category of fire
-  23appears to be mentioned only as unspecified Ataxsh 'fire*. Later 

literature tells us that this grade of fire was to be formed from 

fires of the four social classes, priests (asron, Av. athravan.), 

warriors (arteshtar, Av. rathaeshtar-) , farmers (w-qStaryosh, Av. 

vastryofshuyant-) and artisans (hutuxsh, Av. huti~)• This fire 

seems to have been regarded as being the local community fire, 
since it was enjoined in later times that 'when ten Zoroastrian

families (behdin) are gathered together, they must build an
«  —  _  —Ataxsh-i Adaran.1

In the case of an Adurog, this was even more simple to estab­

lish. Embers from an ordinary house fire (which is always carefully 

kept pure) are enough for this purpose, and though the site must be 

consecrated, it need not necessarily be a temple. Thus, for example, 

an Adurog (or Dadgah fire) is usually maintained in what the Iranis
H'. im ti.f  n w in M M M m u a

call an atash-suz, the Parsis a sagri, a small room near the daxma
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image-shrine in consequence of the iconoclastic movement in Sas­

anian times. This movement seems to have been in progress through­
out the era, as several passages in the Pahlavi books reflect it. 

♦Ataxsh i V/ahram is goodness and the image is (its) adversary', 
(ataxsh T warahran i^ehih, ud uzdes pityarag, DkM 551* 13-13)? 
also 'when image-worship is destroyed, little departs with it of

belief in the spiritual beings' (fka] uzdes parastishnih be absihed,
** 26menog wurroyishnih andak abag be shtawed,DkM 533, 16-17). Al­

though the Sasanians' iconoclasm was not as strict as Muslim 
iconomachy, Zoroastrians seem to have managed so far to clear

up image-worship by the end of the epoch. Judging from cases
27found in the Pahlavi law book, iconoclasm was pursued on the 

initiative of the Government and Zoroastrian priests (mofaed).
An Adurog may also be kept burning in the precincts of an 

Atash Bahram, and might there receive the embers of an Adaran 
fire, which are carried to an Atash' Bahram once a year. An 

Atash Adaran itself received the embers of house fires once a 

month, according to the Irani tradition recorded in the Pivayats»

The Adurog i dadgah, now termed simply a Dadgah fire, may be 

served even by a layman, and, in its simplicity, its cult must 

reflect strongly the traditional one of the house fire. Wo per­

sons other than the priests in charge are allowed to enter the 

sanctuaries of Adaran and Atash-i Bahram. The three classes of 

fire are distinct, and in principle individual fires are never unit­

ed. According to cases recorded in the MHD, fire temples could be 
built firstly by individuals (mard taniha, MHD. 27. 9 - H ) , secondly 

by communities (an,1 omani) , and thirdly by those (presumably priests)
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who would become beneficiaries of that fire temple (ham-baragan

- 29xwesh, ibid. 78.12). Priests were appointed to be in charge

of the fire and rituals, and their office was often inherited.

Besides the regular paaayers and rituals, atash zohr (offer­

ing of fat) seems to have been practiced on special occasions such 

as the Saharom (fourth day after- death, when in the morning the

dead person was to cross the Sinvat b r i d g e ) hamag-den ceremony,
_ _ "52dwazdah homast (recital of 12 kinds of prayers), or at the time

of repentance over a serious sin such as extinguishing the fire,
33or at a ceremony of thanksgiving to Mihr for the birth of a son,

-  ~ 3 Aor at each of the six Gahanbars, or at the time of enthronement

of an Atash Bahram.

The veneration of fire was prominent in the lives of Zoroast-
35n a n s  at all epochs. Not only did they take oaths by fire, they

considered the ordeal by fire as effective and decisive. The
. - 36famous ordeal by Siyawush by fire was held to prove his innocence,

and the Parthian princess Vis (or her lover Ramin) was to swear
37her/his innocence by passing through fire. Both tales were en­

ormously popular and enjoyed by the Sasanians. Moreover, the 

famous Sasanian priest Adurh&d i Maraspandan, in the reigh of
Shapur II, went through the ordeal by molten metal to prove the

38orthodoxy of his beliefs. The temple cult of fire, originating 

under the Achaemenians, seems to have developed greatly in Sasan­

ian times, and it survived unimpaired even after the Zoroastrians 

had lost their political power and, gradually, their numerical 

superiority.
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Chapter 5* Notes

See Chapter 1.
This prayer consists of the sections identical with Y.33*12-l4, 

Siroza 1.9*, I. 62.1-10, Y.34.4.

'Full age' in Zoroastrianism meant 15 years old (Yt. 8.13).

This is also what Strabo noticed in his time (15*13*732), and
remains the practice dov/n to modern times.
Vohu.k^rSti- is translated as 'sulphur' in the Pahlavi Ven- 

didad, but this rendering is doubtful, as sulphur cannot be 

classified as a plant* In modern usage, sandalwood and frank­

incense are generally offered, when means permit.

That is the ceremony in which the 72 ha1s are recited by two 

priests.

See p.50, above.
Probably this connection is made up simply because of a sim­

ilarity between urvazista- and urvar.

Y.17.11, also WZ. 3.77-82. In GBd. l8. 1-6, She explanation

of Bsrezi- savang and Spsnist is reversed

WZ 24.6; see also DK, VII, 4.74, transl. by West, SBE XLVII

67.
For example, Manushchihr took an oath by Barzin (Burzen) Mihr, 

Shahname, Warner, I* 237*

See Dd, 89. 1; West, SBE XVIII, 254.

Sad Par, 11.4; West, SBE XXIV, 271.
M .  48.15, West, SBE XVIII, 164.

Dd. 78.19, West, SBE XVIII, 232.

Sad Par, 92. 2, West, SBE XXIV, 355-

Ants for Zoroastrians are noxious creatures (xrafstar), 

created by Ahreman.
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18. 'The Legend of Keresaspa', The Pahlavi Riyayat Accompanying 

The Dadistan-i Dinik, ed. by Bamanji Nasarvanji Dhabhar,

Bombay, 1913, 65-74.

Had Par, 39-4, West, SBE XXIV, 301-
20. Later the term Dar-.-i Mihr came to be a standard one for a 

fire temple. See further M. Boyce, 'On the Sacred Fires 

of the Zoroastrians’, BSQAS 31, 1968, 68. On the usage of 

-gah and -dan see W. Eilers, 'Herd und Feuerstatte in Iran1, 

Innsbrucker Beitrage zur Sprachwissenschaft 12, 1974, 312-313.

21. In the KnA (a later work, probably of the 5th century A.D.), 

the expression Ataxsh i Wahram is used for the foundations 
of Ardashir.

22. See p.63.
23- See M. Boyce, art.cit., 67.
24. Rivayat?, Unvala, 1.72; Dhabhar, 60.
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25* Sagri means 'brazier' or 'fire-place'. For Iranian atash-suz 
see M. Boyce, 'An old village dakhma of Iran', Ph. Gignoux 

and A. Tafazzoli (ed*), Memorial Jean de Menasce, Louvain,

1974, 8.
26. See M. Boyce, 'Iconoclasm among the Zoroastrians', J. Neusner 

(ed.), Christianity, Judaism and other Greco-Roman cults,

Studies for Morton Smith at sixty, Pt. IV, Leiden, 1975, 106r 108.

27. MHD. T. 37. 2-8 (cited in O'. P. de Menasce, Feux et fondations 

pieuses dans le droit sassanid, Paris, 1964, 25); MED. 94. 3-6 
(de M. 31), see M. Boyce, ’On the sacred fires of the Zoro- 
astrians', BSQAS 31, 1968, 63-64.

^8* Rivayats, Unvala I, 67; Dhabhar, 56.
29* See M. Boyce, art.cit., 58.
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50. Rivayats, Unvala I, 75; Dhabhar, 70.

31. Ibid., Unvala I. l6l; Dhabhar, 175*

32. Ibid., Unvala I. 307; Dhabhar, 291.
33« Ibid., Unvala, I. 701; Dhabhar, ^36.
3̂ ** See M. Boyce, 1 Atash- Zohr and Ab-Zohr1 , JRAS, 1966, 100.

55* Rivayats, Unvala, I. *f3j Dhabhar, 39.

36. Shahname, Warner, 2. 218-221.

37. Fakhr ud-din Gurgani, Vis u Ramin, tr. by G. Morrison,

London, 1972, 13^*

38. F. M. Kotwal (ed.), The Supplementary texts to the Shayest ne- 

Shayest1, Copenhagen, 1969, 62-3. For farther examples of 

ordeal by fire, see M. Boyce, 'On Mithra, Lord of Fire1, 

Monumentum Ii. 8. Nyberg, Leiden, 1975, 69-76.
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Chapter 6. The living cult of Fire

After the last flowering of the composition of Pahlavi 

works during the ninth and tenth centuries A.D., the Zoroastrians 

composed only a few texts in New Persian; their numbers dwindled, 

and many of their temples were replaced by mosques. The history 

of the Great Fires and the priests who guarded them was trans­

mitted only orally around Yazd and Kerman, which became the 
last areas where Irani Zoroastrians survived until this century. 

Zoroastrians who emigrated in the ninth century to Gujarat in 

India later sought to fill gaps in their knowledge of the obser­

vances of their religion by corresponding with their Irani co­

religionists. The answers to their questions, sent by Irani 

priests, are called the Rivayats; and these inform us of the 
continuity of religious practices and Zoroastrian laws among 

the Irani Zoroastrians even after the fall of the Zoroastrian 

state.

The cult of fire both in temples and in each house remained 

the main feature of their religious observance; but there appear 

to have been several changes in temple usages, mostly on account 

of precautions taken to preserve the fire among hostile neigh­

bours. The fear of an attack on the sacred fire by unbelievers
led in time to the concealment of the fire sanctuary within the 

1temple. The temple fire had already been established in the 

gumbad in safety and purity in Sasanian times, but still stricter 

seclusion was introduced now in or^er to avoid the danger of a 

holy fire being extinguished. A restriction such as that of 

allowing no other persons except full-fledged priests to see an
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-  - 2Atash Bahram appears an extreme one, which has no support from 

the Pahlavi books, and is not practiced among the Parsis. An­

other restriction, that 'the light of the sun should not be
—

allowed to fall on fire1, which is observed even now, may also 

reflect the harsh circumstances in which the Zoroastrians desper­

ately tried to keep their faith and sanctity pure and holy.

The division of the temple fires into three grades is app­

arent all the time. It is enjoined in the Rivayats that 'where-

ever the Behdins (Zoroastrians) make their abode, it is necessary
-  Athat an Atash Bahram should be established in that place'. How­

ever, it is an expensive matter to establish and maintain an 

Atash Bahram, for at least two priests, fully qualified, are

necessary to observe the rituals due to it, the highest grade
5 - - - 6of fire. Therefore an Atash Sdaran may be established instead,

which may be tended by a priest, not necessarily fully qualified.

Among the Parsis Atash Adarans began to be established from the

seventeenth century. (Till then they had had only one ever-burning
— - 7sacred fire, their Atash Bahram.) The basic cult was similarly 

observed by both the Irani Zoroastrians and the Parsis, in the 

Atash Bahram and the Atash Adaran; but fullest details of rituals 

have been recorded in recent times among the Parsis, with their 

Atash Bahrams. In the case of the lesser fire, the Adurog-i 

Dadgah, now called simply Dadgah, even a layman may serve it, 

and the observance is quite simple.

Many of the existing fire temples in Iran and India have 

been newly re-built according to the Parsi temple-plan (fig. 13)» 
as the result of financial support from wealthy Parsis, and mig­
rant Iranis, since the nineteenth century. This plan consists
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essentially of a square or rectangular hall with an inner chamber,

the fire sanctuary, in the centre, and the Dar-i Mihr where the

’inner1 liturgical services (Yasna, Visperad, Vendidad and Dron 
—  8or Baj ) are performed. The term Dar-i Mihr is sometimes used

for the whole fire temple (this is in fact the standard usage in
Iran), but is never applied particularly to the fire sanctuary.^
Among the Parsis a Dar-i Mihr now always contains a Dadgah fire;

and with them a Dar-i Mihr consists of several Yazisha-gahs, in

each of which the 'inner' liturgical services can be performed.

In each temple the sacred fire itself is placed on the Atash-gah
in the sanctuary, and can be seen by all its worshippers through

windows in the sanctuary walls.

The ritual for establishing a sacred fire differs according

to its grade. However, for those of the two higher grades it
always consists basically of the acts of collecting, purification,

consecration and unification. In the case of an Atash Bahram,

it is enjoined that 1001 fires of 16 kinds should be collected."^
These are 91 from corpse-burning fires, 80 fires from dyers, ?0

from hot baths (of a king or ruling authority), 60 (or 6l) from

potters, 60 from goldsmiths, 55 from silversmiths, 50 (or 6l) from

carpenters (or weapon makers), 75 from burnt bricks, 6l from Bakers'
ovens, 6l from cauldrons (or from ironsmiths), 6l from muleteers
of the village (or brwwers), ^0 from the Mazdayasnians (or 50 from
ascetics), 55 from cavaliers on the march, 30 from watch-ke^pers

11(or 33 from shepherds), 90 from lightning in the sky, ^0 from 
the herbad (priest), and 1^3 (ov l M O  fires from laymen (behdins) 

made by the friction both of pieces of wood, and of flints.

The act of collecting is performed thus: a fire is taken from
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a prescribed place by a layman, for whom it is considered to 

be a meritorious act. In the case of a corpse-burning fire, 

which is heavily polluted, the collection must be made with the 

help of a non-Zoroastrian, or by two Zoroastrians, using a per­
forated ladle in which powdered sandalwood or other fuel is 
placed. When this is held over that defiled fire at a little 

distance, the fuel catches the flame easily without touching it. 

Then some fuel is added to the new fire, and this fire is placed 

on the ground. A heap of fuel is placed in a trench one span 

down-wind, so as to catch its flame. This process is to be re­
peated nine times. (Among the Parsis this process is performed 

for the same number of times as the number of fires collected 

from a particular group - for example, 91 times for a corpse-
burning fire. This appears to be an elaboration of older prac-

. 12\ tice. )

The purification is performed by priests. Each collected 

fire is placed in a pit or a vessel, and a perforated ladel full 

of ignitable stuff is held over it to catch the flame, and then

this new fire is placed beside the original fire. This process
13 l̂ fis repeated seven or nine times , or again, more elaborately,

15for the same number of times as fires are collected.

The purification of fire seems to reflect a very old ritual; 

for it was in general meritorious to redeem defiled fire, that 

which had been wrongly used and had suffered contamination, as is 

enjoined in the Vendidad (8.81-96) with regard to bringing such 

fires to the daitya-gatu. ^  The custom in Iran, which is recorded 

in the Rivayats, that the embers of each household fire must be 

taken to the Atash Adaran after the fire has been used more than
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three times, or every three or seven days, is also the re­

flection of the same concept. Even the embers from the Atash

Adaran must themselves be carried to the Atash Bahram after
19four months, or one year, or three years. An awareness of

fire suffering in this world from contamination is expressed
20also in the lost Sudgar Mask, summarised in the Denkard.

The rite of atash buzorg kardan ’exalting the fire1, which 

is still observed in the Yazdi area, is clearly one of expiation, 

for sins committed, perhaps unknowingly, by an individual against 

fire. Fires used daily by non-Zoroastrians, particularly those 
in trade, are believed to be in need of redemption, and to purify 
them by this ritual is considered to be highly meritorious. 

Therefore, the rite is often perfomed on behalf of the dead by 

the living members of the family. Embers are collected from nine 

fires to which the greatest possible pollution happens, that is, 

from the fires of nine Muslim traders, a coppersmith, a blacksmith, 

a locksmith, a baker, a confectioner, a man who makes sugar-loaves, 

a dyer, a turner, and a bath-attendant. All the embers are placed 

in an afrinagan (a metal or clay vessel to hold fire for rituals), 

and are consecrated by prayer for three days and nights. Then 

the afrinagan is carried to the fire temple for the public cere­

mony, and after purification by means of kindling nine successive

fires from this consecrated one, the ninth fire is united to the
21sacred fire itself.

The consecration ceremony for establishing an Atash Bahram 
consists of performing a Yasna ceremony in the morning (Havan Gah) 

in honour of the yazad of the day, and a Vendidad from midnight 

(Ushahin Gah) over each purified fire. One such act of conse-
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oration is performed each day by two priests, and the fire thus 

consecrated is then united to those already consecrated. Acc­
ordingly the consecration of all 1001 (or 1128) fires collected 

and purified would take more than two years if it was performed 

by only two priests. So in order to complete these essential 

rituals for establishing an Atash Bahram in less than a year, it 
is usual to engage several pairs of priests. After the completion 

of the consecration, only 16 different fires remain, which are 
kept tended separately in 16 vases.

The final iinification of these fires should take place on
-  -  22the first of the Gatha days at the end of the year. Two priests,

who have undergone barashnom-i no-shwa and khub (purification 
23ceremonies), place all 16 fires in a large bowl which is to be­

come the abode of this Atash Bahram. The unified fire is then 

carried to the Yazishn-gah, and is finally consecrated by the 

recital of the Yasna each morning, and the Vendidad each night 

for 33 days. Before the consecration is over, the fire-sanctuary 

must be consecrated separately by the recital of the Yasna and

Vendidad for three days. Then the fire, carried by priests who
24are surrounded all the time by lines drawn to form pavis, is

moved into the fire-sanctuary and placed on the atash-gah, which

too stands in a pavi. Then the fire is fed with sandalwood and

frankincense, and the first Atash Nyaish (prayer to the fire) is

recited to it. Thereafter the Atash Bahram does not have any other

ritual performed in its presence except those addressed to it 
25itself.

In the case of an Atash Adaran, these processes are simpler. 

The initial collection is made from the fires of four different
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classes of society, that is, priests, soldiers, farmers and art­

isans. The purification process for each fire is repeated only 

three times; and then the consecration is performed for three 

days, and on the fourth day the Atash Adaran is established on 

its Atash-gah.
For a Dadgah fire, hardly any ritual is performed except

the consecration of the place where the fire is to be placed.
After a preliminary cleaning and washing of the building with 

26water, embers from a household fire are brought to be present 

for the Yasna ceremony and the Vendidad which are performed for 

three days, morning and night, and thus the building is consecra­

ted. On the fourth morning, after a Yasna ceremony, the fire 
which was used at these services of consecration is established 

as the Dadgah fire.

These sacred fires, once established, are maintained on their 

Atash-gahs and should never be extinguished nor divided or united. 
The offerings to the fire are restricted to fuel and incense and 

fat (or its modern substitutes). Until the late 19th century the 

fat-offering (atash-zohr) was performed on special occasions, such 

as on the fourth day after a death, when the soul of the dead per­

son passes the Chinvat bridge, or at Mihragan, when the sacrifice
27of animals usually took place in Zoroastrian houses. 1

The daily service to the fire includes ritual offering of 

incense, and so is called the boy dadan ceremony. This should be 

ideally performed five times a day at the commencement of each 

Gah (division of the day). The boy or incense is usually sandal­

wood or frankincense, but if these are not available, any clean
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and dry fragrant substance may be offered instead. At the comm­

encement of each G a h , a priest performs the kusti-padyab, that 

is the kusti prayers with ablutions. First he recites xshnaothra
0 Mahurahe mazda ('with the pleasure of Ahura Masda'), and the sacred 

prayer asham vohu vahishtam asti ushta asti ushta ahmai hyat ashai 

vahishtai a s h a m . Then he x^ashes his face, hands and feet, and

wipes them. He unties his kusti and re-ties it, reciting the
— 29prayers of Nirang-i Kusti (kusti-ritual).

After the kusti-padyab, he goes into the sacred chamber, and

recites the Atash N y a i s h , standing in front of the fire* In the

case of the Atash Bahram, the priest engaged must be a martab (one
30who has passed the second degree for the priesthood), who has

gone through the barashnom and khub ceremonies. The barashnom-i

no-shwa ('ablution of the nine nights') is the highest form of 
31purification, and once a person undergoes it, the effect lasts 

as long as he observes certain restrictions in order to keep its 

purifying effect. That is, he must not eat 'unclean' food, which 

means either food cooked by non-Zoroastrians, or coming from the 

'unclean' parts of an animal. He has to drink 'clean' water, 

which is brought from a distant stream every morning at dawn, or 

drawn from a clean well. He must abstain from speaking with un­

clean people, particularly non-Zoroastrians, or women in hjieir 

periods. He must always wash his hands and say an Avestan prayer

before eating. While he eats he keeps silence, covers his head
32and uses his own clean utensils, separate from others. If a 

priest breaks one of these rules, he has tp undertake another 

barashnom in order to become ritually qualified again.
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The khub ceremony, on the other hand, retains its effective­

ness only for four days; and even during these days, if the priest

has a bath, or a wet dream, or partakes of food without the regular
- 33observance of taking the Baj, or comes into contact with a non- 

Zoroastrian, he must undergo it again. The khub ceremony consists

of the performance of the whole Yasna together with a priest who
— 3if is already * with khub1.

Then at the beginning of each Gah a priest, qualified as

above, performs the kusti-padyab and recites Srosh-ba.j and the

Gah-prayer according to the Gah in which this ceremony is performed.

Then he recites Khurshid-Mihr Nyaish (the prayers to the sun and

MSikr) during the three day-time Gahs (Havan, Rapithwin, and Uzerin).

In the night-Gahs (Aiwisruthrim and Ushahin) he recites Srosh Yasht

(Y.62) and Ghosh Hadokht instead. After these recitals he enters

the sacred chamber, standing at the west front of the fire. He

puts on white gloves and first places some frankincense on the

sacred fire. Then he arranges six pieces of sandalwood in a

'throne' (Gujarati machi). This means that he first puts two
pieces of sandalwood on the fire in the direction of west to east,

while he himself faces east. Then he moves to the north, facing

south, and puts two pieces north to south over the first two.

Next he moves through west-south-east and, facing west, places

the last tv/o pieces east to west inside and parallel to the first
35two pieces. After that he comes back to his first position.

He washes with pure water the stone slab (khwan, khan) on
36which (in Parsi usage) the metal vessel stands, holding the fire. 

Then he offers a little sandalwood and frankincense to the fire 

three times with the words, Humata, huxta, hvarshta ('good thought,
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good word, good deed'). He has a metallic ladel (bara) in his 

hand and makes a circle round the fire in the following manner: 

his first position is at the west side of the fire, facing east, 

and he says a thwa ataram garayemi ('I praise your fire', AN. 1). 

Then he moves to the north-east corner and recites vanghaush 
manangho zaothrabyo yazamaide ('we worship good mind with lib­

ations1, ibid.). The third position is the south-east corner, 

where he repeats the first words. The fourth is at the east 

corner, and he makes a second recital of the second phrase having 

uxcTahe ('word') instead of manangho. Next is the south-west cor­

ner, with again a recital of the first words. The sixth is the 

north-west corner, where he repeats the second formula with 

shyaothnahe ('deed') instead of manangho. The seventh is north,

where he says saokai mananghe ('for the advantage of mind'); the
— veighth is at the south, with the words saokai vacanghe ('for the 

advantage of word’), and finally he takes the original position 

again, reciting saokai shyaothne ('for the advantage of deed'), 

and then places a little sandalwood and frankincense upon the
"ZS7

fire.

Then he recites the Atash Nyaish eleven times in Havan Gah,

nine times in Rapithvin Gah, seven times in Uzerin and Aiwisruthrim,
38and six times in tfshahin. During the first Nyaish recital, at 

intervals of a few words, the priest offers bits of sandalwood and 
frankincense. Also during the recital of the first Nyaish and 

during the recital of the first Pazand portion, when he utters the 

words dushmata, dushuxta, duzvarshta ('bad thought, bad word, bad 

deed'), he rings a bell three times. Some priests ring the bell 

three times at each word, making nine bell-ringings all together.



first Atash Nyaish, he draws two circles, the second outside the 

first, in the ash with the ladle in his right hand, he himself 

walking right round the fire altar from north-east through south 

back to north-east as he does so; and at the end of the third 

recital of the Atash Nyaish he obliterates these circles, first 

the outer, and then the inner one, during the two yatha ahu 

vairyos. In the first and fifth Gahs (Havan and Ushahin) the 
priest recites the Atash Nyaishes facing east, but during the 

other three Gahs he faces west.
For a lesser fire, which need not be flaming brightly all the 

time, and is therefore usually covered with hot ashes to keep the 

embers alive, the servitor first makes a hollow in the hot ash,
39with a metal bara (ladle), and places a new piece of wood in it. 

(In Iran the wood preferred for fuel is pomegranate, and also the 

wood from apricot and pistachio trees. In every case all the bark 

must be thoroughly removed.) Then he pushes the warm ash back 

around the new piece of wood and,in Iran, places kuzer (chopped 

cornstalks) on top of the fire so that it blazes up. Over this he 

scatters a little frankincense (or sandalwood). Even for the 

lesser fires, the offering of a 'throne' to the fire is performed 

at high festivals. In the case of Dadgah fires in the Yazdi area, 

the number of boy dadan varies from three times a day to (except­

ionally) once in t\*o days.1,0

Apart from the sacred fire in the temple, fire is evidently 

present at every phase of Zoroastrian life. When, for instance, a 

baby is born, fire, or a lamp, is kept burning for at least three
Vdays and nights m  the room, m  order to prevent attacks of evil.
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At a betrothal, an oil lamp is lit in each of the two houses and

a silver coin is placed before it by women who are visiting from
42the partner's house. At weddings, which among the Iranis us­

ually take place at midnight, the ceremony is completed by the 

bride and groom, hand in hand, led by dahmobed (assistant to the

p r i e s t ) , circling fire burning in a brazier placed in the court- 
43yard. When a person dies, a lamp is lit and kept burning for

three days in the room, or on a place near where the corpse's head 
44had been. When the corpse is carried to the daxma, a fire is

kindled for three days in the atash-suz (sagdi in Parsi usage),
45built near the daxma.

Moreover, fire must be present for the ceremony of hamazor
46 - 47(ritual for brotherly unity) , at tan-dorosti (for the sick),

and at Panji (the festival of the five 'G a t h a * days at the end of 
48the year). A fire is also lit on the roof m  farewell to the

fravashis, who have been visiting their former abodes for the last 
49days of the year.

On Euz Adur of Mah Adur, the ninth day of the ninth month of

the Zoroastrian calendar, Adurgan festival is celebrated in honour

of Adur, the yazad of fire. On that day people go to the fire
~ 50temples and recite the Atash Nyaish. This festival is very 

popular among the Parsis.

Another, older, festival of fire is Sada'i the 'Hundredth-day 

feast', held a hundred days before No Ruz (new year), which means 

that, originally, it was a midwinter feast. The Parsis, who have 

no real winter in Gujarat, have abandoned this festival; and b e ­

cause of calendar confusions, the feast does not currently take 

place in winter in the most traditionalist of the Irani villages.
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Nevertheless, making a great fire in the open at sunset, with 

wood collected by the faithful, must be a visible affirmation 

of the power of Zoroastrianism over evil, in the shape of the 

darkness of night, which is driven back by the bright flames.
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We have been discussing what the temple cult of fire is 

in Zoroastrianism, and what it means to the Zoroastrians, who 
are generally called 'fire-worshippers'. Amongst all the cus­

toms of fire-worship, or the veneration of fire, which have been 

practised widely throughout the world, it was the temple cult of 

fire which singled out Zoroastrians as fire-worshippers. However, 

no reference to this cult can be traced in the original words of 

Zoroaster, nor in the older parts of the later Avesta, nor in 

the early historical period of Zoroastrianism. The older cult 

of the ever-burning hearth fire is not particularly Zoroastrian 

nor new. For the Indo-Iranian people, a house fire was to be 
kept burning continually while the house-head lived; and indeed 

the cult of the hearth fire had probably been known already to 

the Indo-Europeans, since it is attested among the Greeks and 

Indians as well as the ancient Iranians.

A strict prohibition on defilement was applied in the ven­

eration of the hearth fire, which would not always have been easy

to observe, particularly for a people who were in a nomadic state
1and much on the move. The story of Keresaspa, the legendary hero 

who was accused of having defiled the fire on which he was cooking 

a meal, seems to illustrate the antiquity of this purity law, as 
well as showing how it could be accidentally broken.

When Zoroaster reformed the religion of the Iranians, he 

preached a highly moral doctrine, which embodied its own specific 

cosmology and eschatology. Fire was conceived of as a vital force 

which pervades all the Creations of Ahura Maada, and animates them.
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Without fire there would be no movement or life, which is one

reason why fire is closely linked with asha, the principle which

regulates movement or the course of life. Fire is a reminder

and helper for a good man to be on a right course. Accordingly,

at the last Judgment, fire will be present to symbolize right-
2eousness and its victory, through the ordeal of molten metal.

In referring to cosmic and symbolic fire, Zoroaster used very 

vivid images, taken from visible fire, therefore his cosmology 

and eschatology gave great support to the veneration of actual 

fire.
However, although fire was particularly important in his 

thought, it is also true that fire was notth.eionly element which 

he required to be venerated, Each of the seven creations of 

Ahura Mazda was undoubtedly to be worshipped; and among them 

water appears to have been treated in a manner very similar to 

fire, both by pagan Iranians and Zoroastrians. To maintain the 

purity of water and to pray before it with offerings was very 

important throughout the known history of Zoroastrianism.

In the case of fire, minor contaminations, such as some­
thing falling on to the hearth accidentally, must have happened 

in daily life even among Zoroastrians, who were particularly 

careful to maintain the purity of fire. (As we know, it was they 

among the Indo-Europeans who abandoned or prohibited the custom 

of cremation, for they thought that a dead body would defile the 

purity of fire. ) Rituals for purifying defiled fires were pro­
bably therefore evolved in the very early days of Zoroastrianism. 

When there are fires which should be in a state of purity, but 

which suffer from defilement or ill-treatment, it is meritorious 
or even a duty for Zoroastrians to redeem them. The Atash buzorg
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L\.kardan ritual, carried out in expiation of such offences, is

still practised in the Yazdi area, apparently as a continuation

of ancient observance; for the purification of 16 kinds of con-
- 5taminated fire is mentioned m  the Vendidad.

When the Achaemenians formed their vast empire, the royal

hearth fire, besides being a private house fire, seems to have

acquired a public character as a sort of symbol of the life and

prosperity of the nation, and its unity. The rock-reliefs of

the Achaemenian kings show a symbolic presentation of the empire,

focused on the king reverencing what is probably the dynastic

fire; and this scene is supported by representatives of all the

peoples of the empire, while above it are the sun and moon and
6xYaranah (kingly glory), all of which are taken to be great 

protectors for the Zoroastrians.
The temple cult of fire was probably introduced into Zoro­

astrianism in the reign of Artaxerxes II, influenced by the est­

ablishment of an image cult in connection with 'Anahita’ By 

the time of Artaxerxes II, the concept of a public fire fostered 

by the worship of the royal house fire, must have been easy to 

accept. Therefore the reaction to the introduction of the new 

temple cult into orthodox Zoroastrianism may well have been simply 

an increase in the reverence for fire, which had undoubtedly al­

ways been a main symbol of Zoroastrianism.
The most important characteristic of a Zoroastrian temple 

fire is that it is set apart and isolated. Once established in 

its consecrated sanctuary, the temple fire receives only the 

three offerings of fuel, incense and zohr (fat) for its mainten­

ance, and it rests in the ’proper place’ in the safest manner,
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guarded by qualified priests or at least by adequately instructed

upright men. Treated like this, the temple fire is believed to

be purer and more powerful than an ordinary house fire, which

is used for practical purposes* Thus it is said that the temple

fire, (particularly the Wahram fire), can kill 1000 demons in the 
8night. Therefore the temple fire served admirably the function 

of purifying contaminated fires, for its power helps to purify 

and redeem them, if they are brought to the sanctuary and left 

within reach of its power.

In Sasanian times, the symbolic use of fire developed seem­

ingly to its height. Fire was established 'victoriously1 in

conquered lands, and the fires of local princes were replaced
9by the Sasanian Royal Fire. The dynastic fire was used as a 

main symbol of the dynasty, by means of being depicted on the 

reverse of coins, and thus served to propagate the unique auth­

ority of Sasanian rule. Many fire temples were established, not 

only by kings but also by powerful and wealthy priests or noble­

men, especially in the area of Pars and its neighbourhood. The 

flourishing of temple fires, headed by the three greatest ones, 

Adur F a r n b a g , Adur Gushnasp and Adur Burzen Mihr, was helped by 

the scholarly development of theology in Sasanian times; and it 

was the popularity of venerating fire in such a public manner 

which confirmed unbelievers in the custom of calling the Zoroast­

rians 'fire-worshippers'.

The grading of temple fires into three; Atash Bahram, Atash 

Adaran, and Adurog-i Dadgah, was probably a relatively late devel 

opment, but the importance of the fire temple in Zoroastrian life 

became firmly established, and remains until modern times. Thus
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the ash from a temple fire has become essential for the vital

purificatory rituals, and truly by now Zoroastrians find it

difficult to conceive of their religion existing without temple

fires. This is all the more strongly felt, since very few Zoro

astrians now have a hearth fire, and the modern equivalents can

not really serve the function of a religious symbol. Hence it

is said that ’people of the Good Religion (i.e. Zoroastrians)
-  10cannot live without the fire (Bahram)1.
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