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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 1110 ±70 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] we^e 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. But 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 certainly 

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 mucli broader programme—the consumption of soma, shamanistic rites, 

if we believe Nyberg and his followers, most probably dancing and certainly 

excessive feasting.1 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 [cf. 7, pp. 210-221].

* * *

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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with the nine towers could also be used as a sort of gallery for the partici­

pants.

In the area of the Shina speakers at Gilgit, such assembly places with 

religious functions were called "biyak" [10, pp. 230-232, 235, 317; 4]. Menhirs 

were erected around to remember the name-giving ancestors of the lineages. 

In some places we found such a biyak built separately to serve as a spiritual 

centre for all the villages of a valley. Festivals performed here could last 

for many days, even weeks.

If we assume that not only the modern descendants, but also their ancestors 

had such ceremonial centres, then we have to look into the religious texts in 

which the spiritual heritage of the Indo-Iranian tribes is enshrined. Perhaps 

some rememberings, distorted or embellished, have been preserved.

The so-called vara mentioned in the Videvdad and several other Iranian 

sources has certainly got many phantastic traits in the course of time, ac­

cording to the Indologists [cf. 8, pp. 11-40]. We hear of a sort of subterranean 

but fortified elysium, where the blessed survive the Long Winter, finally to 

recover and to reoccupy the world [21, pp. 52-54; 2, pp. 17-191. Tolstov was 

the first who tried to show that a special type of fortress from the early 

Achaemenian period in Khorazmia, which we could call "oppidum with 

habitable ramparts", was the realistic model for the description given in 

Videvdad 2, 21-43 [30, pp. 79-81].

This attempt had a surprising success. It was accepted by several specia­

lists in Iranian studies. For example, it can be shown that Widengren, when 

translating this passage of the Videvdad, adapted it in order to fit into the 

picture given by Tolstov [cf. 20, pp. 271-2731.

But with the same or even better reasons we could claim that the pro­

gramme of such a vara had influenced or even determined the actual realisa­

tion of our so-called temple (for me—ceremonial centre) at Dashly 3:

(a) According to the text of the Videvdad, the vara has fortifications of 

different kinds; scholars translate "Vorhalle —Schutzwehr—Umwallung" [20, 

p. 2711 or "un mur d'appui, un rempart, une enceinte des murailles" [2, 

p. 171. This is quite right for Dashly 3.

(b) According to the Videvdad, the vara is a large square. This fits, too.

(c) The vara has passages, nine in the exterior or upper part, six in the 

middle part and three in the interior or lower part. Evidently, this is an 

arrangement not quite easy to combine witli the four sides of a square ground 

plan. But in a complex like Dashly 3 the combination would be quite easy. 

The numbers 3-6-9 could refer to the round circles of walls and the central 

enclosure. Of course, we do not know how many doors were in the concentric 

walls, but the central enclosure certainly had nine towers and apparently 

three doors. So here, too, a parallel is to be seen.

(d) The vara has houses and storehouses. These were found also at Dashly 3.

Of course, not all is in agreement. Dashly 3 is not placed under the soil. 

We hear nothing of a water canal or of a self-illuminating gate.

As you know, the vara was constructed by the first man and first king, 

called Yama by the Aryans, and Yima by the Iranians. This culture hero 

became the supreme deity of the tribes of Kafiristan under the name of Imra. 

The vara is an integral part of the mythology around Yama/Yima. 

If the vara was really a ceremonial centre, then the ceremonies were held 

to honour Yama/Yima.

Therefore, it is not uninteresting that the mythology of the Kafirs has 

also preserved the idea of a divine fortress designed not for the gods, but for 

the souls, most probably the souls of the deceased. This concept of the other 

world is quite incompatible with the normal belief of the Kafirs in heaven 

and hell [10, p. 52]. This fortress is not mentioned in connection with Imra, 

but with a female deity—Disani/Disni 110, pp. 97-103]. However, Disani 
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is closely related to Imra: she sprang into existence from his right breast. 

For the rest, she is a personification of the community (as the Jestak of the 

Kalash). We hear that she has made a golden castle with four corners and 

seven gates [13, pp. 182-183]. In another text we read that she has built 

a tower. From this tower seven streets diverge [10, pp. 98-991. If we compile 

these texts, we can reconstruct a plan, showing a central fortress and a radi­

ate ground plan of the outer area, all enclosed in a square. Only the number 

seven instead of nine makes it difficult to compare with Dashly 3. But the 

holy number of the Kafirs is seven, and in spite of this there must have been 

a tradition that the fortress of Disani had not seven but nine gates. A hymn 2 

praises Disani as the keeper of "the nine gates of mercy".

1 Cf. the descriptions given by Robertson [15].

2 Noted by Motamedi and Edelberg [14].

Let me now come to my conclusion.

As it became clear, not so much from the book of Schippmann [181 as 

from the excellent review of this book by Mary Boyce [1, pp. 454-4651, the 

Iranians had several types of sanctuaries.

There were simple altars on mountain tops, domestic fire-places, image 

shrines, temples for the flowing water and, last but not least, temples for 

the eternal fire. I just proposed to add one more category, namely, "ceremo­

nial centres" where the members of a tribe or their representatives came 

together and lived together for several days or even weeks during the course 

of the ceremonies. These centres were the symbol of the community and 

therefore had some similarity with the fortified terraces of South-Western 

Iran, studied by Ghirshman [5, pp. 205-221; 7, pp. 210-2211. Perhaps, 

Masjid-i-Sulaiman and Bard-i-Nishundah were designed as assembly places 

for the army, identical with the people [11, pp. 122-1251.

I think that the "temple" of Dashly 3 is an early example of this tradi­

tion. An even more elaborated ceremonial centre was perhaps the so-called 

palace of Dashly 3 with the ground plans strangely reminding a mandala, 

as suggested to me by Brentjes (personal communication). Many unexplained 

or only partly explained constructions may belong to the same category; 

for instance, Dahan-i Ghulaman in Seistan. Its "rows of altar ovens" prob­

ably belonged to the genealogic units coming together in this building [17, 

pp. 2-301.

Even Surkh Kotal could be mentioned here. Its three terraces would form 

an excellent tripartite assembly place [cf. 19, p. 2071. We already spoke about 

Koy-Krylgan-Kala, evidently a combination of necropolis and ceremonial 

centre.

To my mind, to identify the grave of the ancestors with the ceremonial 

precincts was typical of the "Early Nomads". Therefore, in the most promi­

nent funeral construction of the steppes, in the Arz'han kurgan [cf. 22, p. 1921, 

we find a burial surrounded by a "model town", namely, three zones of wooden 

buildings arranged in a radiating lay-out.

For my argument it is not important whether the vara originally meant 

such a ceremonial centre or not. But the possibility cannot be excluded. And 

maybe the ancestors of the Kafirs heard about such a construction and pre­

served the idea in their myths.

As for the social background of ceremonial centres, we may presume 

that they came into existence after a period of extensive migrations. Thrice 

were the pasture lands expanded by Yima before the coming of the Long 

Winter. In such a situation substantial symbols were needed to preserve and 

to recover the spiritual closeness of the community.
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PesioMe

CoBeTCKO-aQrancKan aKcire^mpm oiKpujia b CeBepo-3ana^HOM A^raHneTaHe ogny 

(ujiii HecKOjiBKo) KyjiBTyp anoxii 6poH3Bi. Abtop paccMaipoBaeT komujiokc, ohHapymeHHbiii 

B. II. CapuaHiiAii K ceBepo-aana^y ot Bajixa, BHgBnrafl cboio c06cTBeHHyi0 HayuHyro rn- 

noTeay.
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/(jin dToro KOMnneKca xapaKTepHM He tojibko yKpenjieHiiH, HO n ^pyrne MOHyMeHTajiB- 

HBie nocTpoHKn. O^ho TaKoe coopy^eHne (jl,ainabi 3) B. H. CapnaHHAH o6ohHakaeT KaK 

«xpaMOBOH ropoA». Abtop ^oK^a^a conocTaBjiaeT paajiiiBHBie p;aHHbie, KOTopbie hobbojibiot 

eMy npeAnojiomHTb, UTO He tojibko njiaH gpyrjipro yKpepjipHHH c^epaTBio oaininiMu. pac- 

nojiOHceHHOro B neHTpe KOMnneKca, ho ii oKpyiKaioipHe noeTpo^KH noAHHHeHbi onpeAejiea- 

HOH pejiiirno3Hoii np;ee. HpocTpaHCTBO MeHmy KBaApafHon BHeiHHeii CTeHoii ii WpyrjibiM 

xpaMOM 6hjio pa3AejieHo AByMH CTeHaMii Ha rpn BOHM. Pa3p;ejiHTejiBHi>ie CTeHbi He Moran 

cjiy?KiiTB ajih oCopoHBi, He 6hjio 3Aecb H npn3HaKOB ropop,CKHx KBapTajlOB c yKpenaeH- 

hbimii BopoTaMn. Ilo MHeHHio aBTOpa, n peHTpajiBHoe Kpyrjioe yKpenjieHne, n npwieraio- 

mne nocTpoHKH aojiikhbi obijiri ncnojib3OBaTbcn mimb bo BpeMH AJHiTejibHOro e^eroAHoro 

npa3AHHHHOro nepno^a.

BocnoMHHaHHH o TaKHX piiTyajiBHbix peHTpax coxpaHiijincb B cooGipeHiiax o «Bapa», 

coAepH{amifxcH KaK b ^peBHenH^niicKHX, Tax H B apeBHeiipaHCKnx TeKCTax (npe^ge Bcero 

B Bnp,eBAaT II, 21—43). Bo bchkom cjiynae, nepTM exo^CTBa Me@y otkpmthm coopy>Ke- 

HHeM H OHHCaHHHMH B ^peBHIIX TpKCTaX 3HaHHTejIbHO OOJ[ee HeTKH, BOM MCHOTy HepBbIMH II 

naMflTHHKaMH Xope3Ma, npHBJieneHHBiMn K pemeHMio Bonpoca.

MnQojiorHH HypHCTaH^eB (panee ii3BecTHBix Kan KaQnpbi rnH^yKyma) ,co^epHcm 

yKa3aHHH Ha «He6ecHbiii 3aM0K», B KOTopoM Haxop,HT npnioT nymn. QniicaHiie a^MKf! TaioKe 

HanoMHHaeT bo mhoiom coopyxgeHHH B CeBepHOM A@raHHCTaHe.

B CTenHoii 30He iiMeeTCH hockojibko coopymeHiiii, KOTopue cjie^yer paccMaTpiiBaTB kan 

AanBHeHiHee pa3BHTHe naaHa «xpaMOBoro rbpo^a» JJaiHjiM 3. K iix HHCJiy Hyxciro npirinc- 

jihtb He tojibko KofrKpMJiraH-Kajiy (khk yme yKaaaji B. II. CapiiaHimn), ho n KypraH 

ApiKaH b Tyae.


