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Abstract

Archaeological data and textual sources provide information on Zoroastrian burial
customs in Iran that could read and investigate in their context. One of these burial
customs is burying the body into the towers of silence. This ritual practice canonized in
Zoroastrian religious texts such as Videvdat and documented in historical sources and
archaeological findings. Beside Central Asia one what comparable to the first generation
of towers of silence this funeral practice reported from Sasanid to the Late Islamic period.
Although all of these burial structures mentioned as the towers of silence (Dakhma), there
are plenty of architectural structures, from the beginning to the Late Islamic period; from
the platforms of xwarsed nigerisn to roofed towers of silence; from rooms of ossuary to
central well (sarada) of towers of silence. This paper has tried to thanks to archaeological
findings and historical sources recommend some relative dating on towers of silence.
Besides, the formal evolution of these burial structures has investigated from the Sasanid
to the Late Islamic period. Hence, there are some questions to answer. 1) How are the
continuation and evolution of the architectural structure of towers of silence from the
Sasanid to the Late Islamic period? 2) Which elements caused the evolution of the
architectural structure of towers of silence? 3) Is it possible to find a relative dating about
the date of construction of these burial structures based on the evolution of the
architecture of towers of silence? For the answer to these questions, a descriptive-
analytical method has used. Field and library studies and comparative studies are the most
important methods of this illustration. This study will show towers of silence follow four
different architecture methods. The quality of roof covering, the way of exposure, the
divide of burial spaces, location of a central well, how to enter to xwar$&d nigeri$n places,
details of architectural structure and creation of some buildings related to burial are the
most important towers of silence diversities factors. There is some reason for these
diversities: 1) emigration of Zoroastrian communities to Yazd 2) cultural relation between
Iran and India Zoroastrian communities, 3) Maneckji Limji Hataria activities in Iran.
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One of the oldest burial customs in the ancient world is exposure the bodies in the open
spaces and burying them after an exposure process. Xwarseéd Nigerisn and Dakhma is a
Zoroastrianism name refers to the exposure of a corpse to open air in order to disintegrate
the flesh or to be fed upon by scavenging animals and birds. In this burial custom, either
the bones were placed inside the ossuaries and buried, or they were left in the location of
Xwarsed Nigerisn. Some evidence of both customs have been documented from Sasanid
to Late Islamic period (Huff, 2004; Rahbar, 2007; Mousavinia, 2019; Rahbar, 2019: 318-
319).

Burial methods have formed, evolved, or even become obsolete in the long run as a
result of various factors such as environmental conditions, historical situations, and
contact with other cultures. As it mentioned below, Zoroastrian burial method is no
exception to this rule. As a result, for understanding exposure of the body in
Zoroastrianism, it seems necessary to study the background of this tradition. This burial
method, which has its roots in the prehistoric cultures of Iran, Asia Minor, Levant and
Central Asia, is called the secondary burial in the archeological literature of this period
(Rezaei et al., 2021:245-270). In the secondary burial method, the corpse is buried first
and after some time, the bones are placed in a corner of the grave or the corpse is placed
in the open and after the flesh is separated from the bone, it is re-buried or even left
without a burial in the exposure place. In this tradition, the human skeletons do not
include every bone. This different ritual practice reported from Epipalaeolithic (McAuley,
2013: 8) and Neolithic (Hole and Flannery, 1963: 245-246; Lambert, 1980: 6) to native
occupants of Tebet and Hindu Kush (Geiger, 1885: 88). This burial custom entered to
Zoroastrian religion and named as Xwarséd Nigerisn and exposure the corpse at Dakhma
and tower of silence (Zand 1 Fragard 17 Jud-Déw-Dad, 471, 9:11; Moazemi, 2020: 82).
Some of these burial practices, especially Islamic ones, have done in towers of silence.
Four different architectural generations have done in towers of silence from the Sasanid
to the late Islamic period (Table 1). In the first generation what documented at Istakhr
(Tavakol, 2015: 77-80), Old Dakhme of Kerman and Dakhme of Koohestan (Huff, 2004:
620-623), body put at the highlands and exposed at an open-air (figure 1). In this
generation of towers of silence, there is not any evidence of a central well inside the space
of these burial structures. As Huff supposed at Old Dakhma of Kerman and Dakhma of
Koohestan bone elements collected at the corner of the towers of silence (Huff, 2004:
623). Besides, at Istakhr ones, some evidence of rock ossuary have found next to the
tower of silence (Tavakol, 2015: 82-90). Lack of the wall in Sasanid tower of silence in
Istakhr and present of the wall in Yazd, Kerman and Ray have shown insecurity in the
last ones what as Jackson mentioned correctly (2008: 495) could be related to radical
Muslims. This generation of burial structures dated from the Sasanid to the Early Islamic
period. It is plausible if thought this burial custom have done based on Vidévdat
instructions. In the second generation what reported from Bandian and Tappeh Galeh
Khalachan, the body has exposed in a roofed space (figure 2). Some evidence of dome
have discovered from archaeological excavations in these sites (Rahbar, 2007: 455-473;
Mousavinia, 2019: 399-403). There is no evidence of central well in this generation of
towers of silence. Example of such burial custom reported at Gelalak and Saleh-Davud
(Rahbar, 2007: 468). There is a different burial custom in towers of silence that did not
canonize in Zoroastrian religious texts. Thanks to archaeological data, this generation
dated to the Sasanid period and interestingly continued to the Mid-Islamic period. Third
generation of towers of silence documented with Rahbar excavation at Turk Abad (2019:
317-348) and Rashid al-Din Hamadani report (1977: 60). Differently in this burial
structure, body exposed at the centre of the tower of silence and bone elements put into
around rooms (figure 3). 30 ossuary rooms have found in archaeological excavations of
Turk Abad (Rahbar, 2019: 318-319). These burial practices reported from Ardakan and
dated to the Mid-Islamic period. This burial custom has practised after the emigration and
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inhabitation of the Zoroastrian community to Yazd. The last generation illustrated
at Darab Hormazyar's Rivayat (Hormazyar Framarz, 1932: 102-108; Darab Hormaztar,
1996: 104) and reported from Isfahan, Yazd and Kerman (figure 4). Central well and
exposure of the body inside the towers of silence are two important characteristics of this
burial custom in Iran. Thanks to Darab Hormazyar's Rivayat book this generation has
practised after some communications between Iran and India Zoroastrian communities.
Although some protests (Ringers, 2011: 153) this generation has refined by Maneckji in
the Qajar period (figure 5). In this last refined what visible in Maneckji of Yazd,
Maneckji of Kerman and Sharif Abad, some burial structures have built next to towers of
silence. Besides, inside towers of silence separated into three-space to bury the men,
women and children etc (Enayatizadeh and Amouzegar, 2018: 99). Although some towers
of silence reported in Central Asia (Abdullaev, 2014: 309), the oldest sample of these
burial customs in Iran dated to the Sasanid period. Besides, interestingly most of these
burial structures in Iran dated to the Islamic period. In this period samples of Pre-Islam
continued and Islamic ones created after emigration, inhabitation and finally
communications between Zorostrain societies. These burial customs continued in Iran and
affected by religious intellectual movements in the Mid-19th century.
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