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Abstract

A joint program by the University of Tehran and the University of Leicester carried out
a first season of archaeological exploration of Zoroastrian societies in Maybod, Yazd
province during May 2016 for two weeks. Historical archaeology is still in its infancy in
Iran. Due to extensive modernization vast amounts of data have been lost and therefore
most research into the recent past can be considered as salvage program. The aim of
this research is to explore some aspects of the social history and ritual activities of the
last communities of Zoroastrian societies of Yazd province based on the analysis of
architectural layout, archaeological survey of the contemporary villages, interview, and
historical records. Here we represent the preliminary report of the survey results of
Mazra’e Kalantar and Asr’ Abad villages. In this paper we have clarified the
architectural patterns and the typology of buildings of Zoroastrian communities. We
have analyzed two different buildings types of religious and domestic spaces of Mazra’e
Kalantar and Asr’ Abad villages. The second part of this paper is focused on the
ethnographic results in order to achieve a holistic understanding of life experience based
on the historical knowledge of local people.
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1.Introduction

A new joint research program was initiated by Hassan Fazeli Nashli (University of Tehran) and
Ruth Young (University of Leicester) in 2016 to document the nearly forgotten components of
Zoroastrian societies in Yazd, Iran. While most archaeologists interested in Zoroastrianism have
focused on the monumental and purely archaeological aspects of the Sasanian period, the
current work aims to document the last generation of contemporary Zoroastrian people in Iran,
how their beliefs impact on their use of space and in particular shape such things as their village
layouts and also very importantly how they negotiate space to co-exist with Muslims. As we
know in 621 century AD, Iran came under the control of Arab ruler Umar ibn al-Khattab,
“Khalife” of the Muslims. As a result, the new religion deeply affected the ideology, social and
economic system of Iran and Zoroastrians were obliged to accept many new rules and
approaches in order to retain their religion. Iran underwent profound ideological and social
change and a new Iran was shaped which was different from the “Age of Kingdom”, the last
antiquity. While the majority of the Iranian population converted to Islam the Zoroastrian
religion and tradition continued, albeit subject to adaptation. Recent archaeological evidence all
over Iran demonstrated changes in religion were not simple and the Zoroastrian customs were
continued in many parts of Iran more than some scholars assumed. Excavation by Mohsen
Javeri revealed Zoroastrian temples within the Kashan region in Vigol, were still active even
three or four hundred years after the invasion of Iran and conversion to Islam. Large populations
still practiced Zoroastrianism and were settled in large urban areas. Meysam Labbaf-Khaniki’s
excavation in the Bazeh-Hur in North-Eastern Iran (2019) indicates the fire of the temple was
still flourishing three hundred years after 621CE. Such evidence indicates that the transition of
the Iranian people to Islam was not a simple one-way process and changes to their religion and
socio-ideological structures were very complex. Therefore, we think that using a range of
materials and methods is the best way to learn more about the ways in which contemporary
Zoroastrians use material culture and particularly buildings as part of their ideology and society.
It is particularly important to go beyond historical sources alone in order to understand practice
and action.

During the course of field work in 2016 two villages of Asr’Abad and Mazra’e Kalantar
(Figure.1) were selected for study. Asr’Abad village is a completely abandoned settlement
which was abandoned in recent past. Because of this we were unable to talk to and interview
former inhabitants. In contrast, the village of Mazra’e Kalantar, which now has about ninety
residents, has a complex history of abandonment and revival. After a period of partial
abandonment, some of the old dwellings were revived and we can see evidence for cultural and
economic regeneration there are both Zoroastrian and Muslim residents in the village, thus
providing an excellent opportunity to learn about the negotiations around space that have
permitted this co-existence .

Another issue that is vitally important to study in the village of Mazra’e Kalantar is its
religious focus. There is a significant fire temple (fig. 2) and four shrines dedicated to
Zoroastrians, as well as a large mosque and Hosseiniyah (Figure. 4, 5). As well as exploring
religious co-existence we were also interested in understanding issues of class and other social
axes, and thus learning more about the role of political and social processes of Iran in the
cultural developments of religious minorities during the last few hundred years.

Historical archaeology aims to present an alternative narrative of historical developments
(which are occasionally limited to the experience of one or two generations). This is in order to
shed a light on the social and cultural construction of the present world by recognizing the role
of material culture. One of the aims of historical archeology is to study groups of people who
are ignored or barely acknowledged in historical documents. By drawing on archaeological
methods (i.e. the analysis of material culture of all types), and also going beyond this to include
ethnographic interviews, folklore and so forth, different perspectives are gained. Further, by
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identifying the modern structure of a particular society and studying it in parallel with
contemporary material culture and data derived from the archaeological excavations we are able
to offer challenges to accepted historical narratives, and to bring hitherto marginalized groups
into focus.

Focusing on the above theoretical framework, the preliminary study of Mazra’e (and Asr’
Abad village to obtain additional information) aimed to address general frameworks of cultural
and historical questions through the study of the material culture. Therefore, the main focus of
this project thus far is the investigation of the structure of residential and social spaces and the
collection of information through interviews. The purpose of studying standing buildings and
settlement layout is not only to obtain the basic information of architectural patterns but also to
learn about the ways in which spaces and places are used and shaped by ideology and social
structures within Zoroastrian and Muslim areas. The ethnographic interviews were intended to
enlarge on the information gained through building and settlement analysis, and allow us to
offer a more nuanced understanding of the ways in which buildings and places both shaped the
people who used them, and were in turn shaped by these people. Architectural plans of the
sacred and residential spaces belonging to Zoroastrians and Muslims were created in order to
enhance our understanding of the architecture and settlement patterns of this region during the
project of archaeological study of Yazd’s Zoroastrians in Meybod. Aerial photos of the village
were taken to determine the pattern of formation and village context of this village. To increase
our understanding of the main characteristics of the villages and allow comparisons with other
village in the Meybod region, aerial images of other villages were also taken. In these pictures,
the complete context of the village, its passages, and the density of different spaces can be seen .

The aerial photos include the ones of Mazra’e Kalantar village, Castel (Qaleh) (Figure. 9), the
abandoned village of Asr’Abad, the abandoned village of Rafi’ abad (Figure. 10), where only
the shrine is still standing, and the shrine of Pir Kharman (Figure. 11). We also recorded internal
plans for selected buildings, both secular and sacred. The plan of the fire temple of Mazra’e
Kalantar (fig. 2), which is one of the most important fire temples in this area, and the plan of
two small shrines (namely Pirun) (Figure. 3) provide records of the holy spaces of Zoroastrians.
Moreover, sketches of the only Mosque and the Hosseiniyah (Figure 5) as the holy spaces of
Muslims were prepared. From within the abandoned areas of the village we recorded plans of
four abandoned houses; one identified as formerly belonging to a Muslim household and the
other three to Zoroastrians, according to our ethnographic data and interviews with locals.

The main purpose of the archaeological study in the Meybod project is to identify architectural
patterns that will allow us to explore the ways in which buildings, places, material culture are
used to reflect ideology, and also how different ideologies co-exist. How buildings and spaces
are used as part of this negotiation of co-existence is extremely important. This project also
aims to record ways of life in Zoroastrian settlements and show that these are dynamic and
changing — however, the source of change is important to identify.
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Figure 1 — Aerial image of the Mazra’e Kalantar
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Figure 6 — Plan of an abundant Zoroastrian house in Mazra’e Kalantar
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Figure 10 — Plan of the Pir-e Mehr lIzad fire temple in Rafi” Abad
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