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K. JETTMAR (FEDERAL REPUBLIC OF GERMANY)

FORTIFIED “CEREMONIAL CENTRES”
OF THE INDO-TRANIANS

The scholar who proposes the interpretation of an archeological monument
differing from a previous interpretation given by the excavator himself, is
certainly in a weak and delicate position—especially if his suggestions are
only based on written reports. On the other hand, it may be that the excava-
tor does not see the wood for the trees. Perhaps he is not aware of all chances
of explanation offered by the brand-new material.

In this case we should offer him an unexpected model quickly enough
not only to influence the future written publication but even the course of
digging on the spot. If an archeological team has only a limited staff of well-
trained collaborators and a fixed timing, then the attention will focus on
certain subjects, and these would not necessarily be the right ones. For
instance, in sites on the Iranian Plateau or nearby, fire-places are always
excavated with special care, because Iranians are known to have worshipped
the fire. But other constructions could be even more worthy of attention.

Deliberations like this brought me to the rather audacious attempt to
deal with the most fascinating discoveries in the archeology of Central Asia,
namely, the monumental buildings excavated in North-Western Afghanistan
by the members of the Soviet-Afghan Expedition during the last years.
I shall concentrate on the so-called temple town explored by Sarianidi at
Dashly 3, in an oasis to the northwest of Balkh [27, pp. 49-71; 28, pp. 21-86;
29, pp. 203-224; 23, pp. 154-177].

The central area of this temple was already excavated several years ago
and the results have been published repeatedly. So I need not give a descrip-
tion once more. It is a round rampart with nine towers sheltering some rather
irregular buildings. Inside the rampart samples were taken to be tested by
radiocarbon and gave the date 1110470 B. C. [29, pp. 203], so we have to
deal with the crucial period when Iranian tribes expanded over large areas
of Central Asia. The site is in Western Bactria; to the east we find the so-
called Vakhsh or Bishkent culture, certainly indicating the presence of Ira-
nian or even Aryan settlers [24, p. 111 ff.; 25].

The “temple” is surrounded by houses explained by Sarianidi as having
been secular buildings. The ground plan shows no regularity except that the
axes are directed toward the centre of the “temple”. Otherwise they look like
farm premises, individually built side by side without any strict regulation
[29, pp. 203-224, fig. 1]. Two walls encircle the central “temple” in the form
of two not quite regular rings of different diameter, dividing the “manors”
into three zones (Fig. 1).

The whole complex is enclosed in much higher walls forming a square
protected by a ditch. Sarianidi calls this square “gigantic”, adding that the
sides are between 130 and 150 m. long. Evidently, the excavation has not yet
proceeded far enough to give an exact statement, but the design can be clear-
ly recognised on the surface, so Y. M. Paromova could try to present a re-
construction [29, pp. 203-224, fig. 3] (Fig. 2).

Thus, we see a square town, as yet without any indication of the existence
of gates. In the centre we see the towering so-called temple. In the ring walls
only small gates are visible. The whole area is sprinkled with compounds,
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Fig. 1. Dashly 3. Temple town. Plan of excavated part (after V. I. Sarianidi, 1977)

thoroughfares do not seem to exist. Sarianidi believes that the extent of the
surface reserved for the secular buildings is large enough to assume that the
inner circle was settled by the priests and their families. In the outer districts
the ordinary people had their homes. As we see even in modern Indian tem-
ples, economic activity will be attracted, including trade and handicrafts.
As for the “temple” in the centre, Sarianidi is looking for prototypes well
known in the Near East. In his report of 1977, he is not so much concerned
with the functional analysis, but he is showing more and more parallels.

Here we should stop and make some critical notes on the plan. First, the
reader, deeply impressed by the results of the excavation and by the fascina-
ting reconstruction, will almost forget how small the “compounds” inside
the square walls really are. Even the towering temple fortress in the centre
has only a diameter of 40 m., including the protruding towers. The descrip-
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Fig. 2. Dashly 3. Temple town. Reconstruction (made by Y.M. Paromova;
after V. I. Sarianidi, 1977)

tion of one special compound given by Sarianidi [29, pp. 204-205] must be
compared with the plan presented already in 1974 [27, p. 55]. Courtyard No. 37
and rooms Nos 36, 38, 41-49 form in fact one manor. The size of the whole
manor may be guessed by comparing with another figure [29, p. 204]. The
result is that the whole manor was a rectangle of 12 to 15 m., containing
11 rooms beside the yard. This cannot be too wrong because the so-called
cult complex in the centre of the temple fortress is only the size of 9.5 to
13 m. according to the scale which we happily find in Fig. 2 [29, p. 205].

To get an idea how moderate the sizes are, I may mention the manor
of Dingildzhe in Khorazmia published by Vorobyova [21a]. The size is 48.3
to 60.9 m.; it was built in the 5th century B.C. Even if we concede that the
demand for facilities had increased during 600 years (time difference) and
the owner of the manor Dingildzhe was a man of power and wealth, the dif-
ference is evident.

Therefore, we must observe that in the planning of the temple town of
Dashly 3 there was an almost paradoxical disagreement between the general
design and the practical accomplishment. Other observations are pointing
into the same direction. The circular walls had no value of defence. On both
sides the houses lean on them directly, as can be clearly seen in the reconstruc-
tion. Mr. Fussman privately informed me that they were rather thin, too.

In the Hindu Kush I visited villages of definitely prehistoric appearance.
The houses are concentrated in a very narrow space; they have continuous
passages leading to the gates. Without any thoroughfares it would be diffi-
cult to provide the households with water and firewood, not to speak of
hygienic matters [9, pp. 85-87]. On the other hand, I have also seen ruins
which were only a multitude of very small rooms—but they lay on the top
of steep rocks intended to serve as refuges in time of raids by superior enemies.

To speak frankly, I believe that the planning of the temple town only
makes sense if we suppose it to be a diminutive rendering of a larger proto-
type, a sort of “model town”.

I do not want to maintain that it was impossible to live there. Saria-
nidi [29, p. 25] has found store-vessels and fire-places for cooking. But I
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think this was only for a restricted time, when the inhabitants could sacri-
fice comfort to the requirements of an ideology. It was unfit for permanent
use. Even the squatters reusing the interior court of the so-called “palace”
nearby [29, fig. 4] wege provided with more spacious habitations. In my
opinion, the time when all these houses were occupied was restricted to
a rather short period, e.g. of a festival.

This hypothesis has some chance because in later periods we know of
extremely impressive structures, which notwithstanding were only designed
to be the frame for a festival held but once a year. I am speaking of Perse-
polis. According to Ghirshman [6, pp. 265-278], this monument was erected
by Darius not as a residence but as a place for the Nauroz, the New Year
festival, which was a national and an imperial happening at the time.

Perhaps behind the temple town of Dashly 3 and Persepolis there was
a similar idea, but certainly not the same architectural tradition. The archi-
tectural tradition of Dashly 3, however, can be refound in several monuments
of Middle Asia.

Sarianidi himself [29, pp. 216-219] has excavated and published a buil-
ding which can be put into this context, namely, Kutlug-Tepe in the oasis
Farukabad, Afghanistan. There we find a round construction with houses
in the interior arranged according to the same principles as in the buildings
in the temple of Dashly 3. A deep ditch separates this building from the sur-
roundings without providing a really effective protection in the case of
a siege. Sarianidi himself has rightly proposed to explain this monument
belonging to the Achaemenid period to be a temple (Fig. 3).

Sarianidi has already seen that the ground plan of Koy-Krylgan-Kala
in Khorazmia, usually considered a temple-mausoleum, can be derived from
a design similar to the temple of Dashly 3 [29, p. 217; 31, pp. 227-264].
This common source explains the number of nine towers topping the outer
ring wall of Koy-Krylgan-Kala. Definitely we find a sort of spiritual heri-
tage. ]?3ut can we make some guesses about the ideas implemented in such
a way!

I do not think that the comparison with Persepolis will help us too much.
There, the festival was transformed into a kind of royal audience, demonstra-
ting the power of the ruler. The main act was the reception of delegations
of the subdued peoples, offering tributes and proving their loyalty.

But perhaps some general deliberations will help us. Comparing temple
architecture in many cultures, we may assume that there is a positive correla-
tion between the regularity of a religious building and its spiritual importance.
As holy the place, as strict are the rules of endowment. Moreover, the most
sacred building usually also has the strongest walls; it is higher than the
surrounding secular houses. With these rather simple rules in mind, we must
confess that the central temple of Dashly 3 is a rather puzzling exception.
The religious buildings in the centre of the complex are more irregular than
the surrounding fortified enclosure. They have relatively thin walls, so even
Sarianidi himself concluded that they must have been lower than the enclo-
sure, which can be seen in the reconstruction. This can only mean that they
were, if not in reality, so in the mind of the designer, a later addition. They
did not express the main idea.

But what was this main idea?

I think that the idea could not be expressed by houses, nor by a statue,
nor by the fire-altars, which perhaps existed in the buildings, but certalnly
were not posted at an overwhelmingly important place. The main idea was
expressed by the gathering of the community itself, performing their rituals
inside the enclosure in an atmosphere of sanctity. They were separated from
the outer world by symbolic fortifications.
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Fig. 3. Kutlug Tepe

1 — axonometrical model; 2 — reconstruction (made by Y. M. Paromova; after V.I, Sarianidi, 1977)

This explains the rather surprising analogy between the buildings of the
late 2nd millennium B.C. (including perhaps Altyn 10, object 4) and some
early Muslim mosques, built at places where the heritage of other religions
was not prevalent [cf. 3, pp. 10-16, 234-317].

Such mosques were more or less assembly places protected by bastioned
walls. The analogy is based on the common belief of both religions involved
that the divinity is present when the believers gather in his (or her) name.
The difference, however, is that in the Muslim context the religious activity
is restricted to the prayer. On the other hand, the Bronze Age people had
a much broader programme—the consumption of soma, shamanistic rites,
if we believe Nyberg and his followers, most probably dancing and certainly
excessive feasting.! In this context we may mention that Sarianidi found many
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small impressions in the lower floor inside the round rampart filled with
ashes and remainders of bones. They indicate fire-places where small cattle
was roasted [29, p. 203]. Perhaps in still older constructions, which were the
prototype of Dashly 3, all the activities were performed in the open, and
only later on buildings were erected for special rituals.

For the protracted period of feasting the community lived together and
therefore the “model town” around was erected as a part of the solemn occupa-
tion of the region. It was divided into three zones according to the different
grades of ritual purity represented by the members of the community. A con-
nection with the system of classes or proto-castes among the Indo-Iranian
tribes has to be considered [ef. 7, pp. 210-221].

kosk ok

But here we have to stop our flight of phantasy. Buildings
of this kind are certainly known to prehistory. In the Andean area
of South America they are called “ceremonial centres”. Today their heritage
is taken up by rural churches, which attract a very large number of people
once a year for a religious festival and fair. During the rest of the year, such
a centre “is either closed and empty or houses only a small permanent popula-
tion of caretaker personnel” [16, p. 54].

But have we any hint that such “ceremonial centres” existed among Indo-
Iranian tribes of the past?

Yes, we have. I made this seemingly extravagant proposal only on ac-
count of the fact that I did my fieldwork in an area which has still preserved
institutions of this kind and had many more when the Nuristanis were still
Kafirs, i. e. pagans. I am speaking of the mountain peoples of North-East
Afghanistan and North Pakistan,

Even today among the Kalash tribe of Chitral a part of the population
sticks to the old religion. Here only some of the religious ceremonies are per-
formed around the altars of the different deities, mostly placed at the moun-
tain side at a distance from the villages and the fields.

Some of the most important rites, however, are held in the assembly hall
of the lineage. This hall is considered to be the temple of a female deity,
Jestak. But that is not quite correct. The invocation of the ancestors not
directly connected with Jestak is performed here, too [10, p. 364]. It is better
to regard this building as an assembly hall and as a temple of the genealogic
unit deified in the shape of the Great Mother. Outsiders have called this house
the “dancing-hall”, indicating the most striking religious activity. During
the Midwinter festival, for a period lasting not less than 15 days, the whole
village was transformed into sacred precincts. In these precincts, according
to common belief, deities and demons, human souls and spirits of animals

could freely mix with the living, recreating the aboriginal integrity of crea-
tion [10, pp. 279-287].

Most of the religious ceremonies of the Kati-Kafirs occurred at the
“gromma”, which was therefore explained by an interpreter of Robertson,
who had seen the British in India and their strange customs, as the “church”
of the Kafirs [15, pp. 215-216, 494-616]. In fact, the gromma was the place
for the council, for dancing in the name of the gods and for the reception of
the successful warriors. It was simply an open piece of land, the only one
that was flat in the village, about 30 yards square. Behind it was a building
of the same ground size to be used in rough weather. Certainly, there was
a crude altar nearby, with traces of fire almost always to be seen. Benches
of the important lineages were erected on the sides. Some ceremonies had to
be performed there. This gives me the idea that at Dashly 3 the round rampart
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