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During the last half of the 4th century CE, we recognize the presence of a
desert-dwelling tribe called the Huns or the Hephthalites, who invaded the
northeastern borders of Iran, killing and looting. These people, who had
flowed from western China to Central Asia, invaded northern Khorasan
from time to time. The presence of such a great enemy forced several
Sassanid kings to sally to the east to defend this important border, among
them was Yazdgerd I, whose campaign to repel these invaders lasted
seven years. The Dastgerd of Yazd Shaporan and the Bandian fire temple
have been mentioned as Yazdgerd’s place of residence. Like Yazdgerd,
Bahram V was also aware of the potential danger of nomads from the
north and his presence on the front caused a heavy defeat for the
Hephthalites. This is memorialized in the Bandian Dargaz, one of the fire
temples of the Sassanid period. In the hall of this fire temple, the events of
the war between Bahram V and the Hephthalite king are painted on stucco.
In these stuccos, various scenes of Bahram V's departure from Ctesiphon
to fight with the king of the Hephthalites has been shown in the form of
successive motifs. The mentioned stuccos have been researched based on
historical texts. In addition to the plaster motifs, the Sasanian Pahlavi
inscriptions inscribed on the wall of the altar of the fire temple also
provide additional context for some of these motifs. This fire temple,
which was built during the time of Yazdgerd I, was developed further
during the time of Bahram V, especially concerning the elaboration of
stucco motifs. This fire temple was destroyed by the Hephthalites during
the time of the Sasanian king Pirouz. Therefore, only a part of the lower
part of the stucco remains. The present author's comments about some of
the characters in this stucco have been criticized. We believe that this
criticism, while welcome, has not been careful in matching motifs with
some historical events.
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1. Introduction

The stucco paintings of the Bandian Fire Temple hall are undoubtedly not only the largest collection
of stucco paintings from the Sassanid period, which display pages of Sassanid-period history while
maintaining the historical sequence in order. It is necessary to explain the context of these
stuccoes—which are documented by historical events and described by historians of the early
Islamic period—to the audience so that the readers can evaluate the criticisms related to this great
heritage. These stuccoes begin from the left side of the hall and include scenes that show hunting,
war, victory over the enemy, coronation, and finally the banquet scene (Rahbar, 2011: 172, figs. 9-
10, 12-13). Iranian historians of the first Islamic centuries, such as Yagoubi, Dinvari, Tha'alabi,
Balazri, Tabari, Balami, Mas'udi, Ibn Athir, etc., have all described the reign of Bahram V, including
the description of Bahram's war with the king of the Hephthalites, which can be comprehensively
compared to the stucco paintings of Bandian's fire temple hall (Rahbar, 2011:172). Historians have
described Bahram's war trick as saying that he pretended to leave the capital to hunt (Rahbar,
2011:172). After killing the Hephthalite king, he appointed a puppet successor for the Hephthalites
and honored him with a silver throne (Tabari, 1996: 622). Therefore, the first scene on the wall of the
fire temple hall, with the hunting scene, has a historical logic.

After publishing two articles about the stucco paintings from the Atashkadeh of Bandian Hall
featuring the battle of Bahram V against the Hephthalites in issues 27 and 33 of the journal Studia
Iranica (Rahbar, 1998: 213; 2004: 163), Professor Philippe Gignoux wrote a review in issue 37 of
the same journal (Gignoux, 2008: 163-174). Unfortunately, this journal refused to publish my
answer due to Gignoux's presence on its editorial board. Eventually the translation of Gignoux's
article—and my answer to that article—was was published in No. 4 and 5 of Modares Archeology
Research Magazine in 2013 (Rehbar, 2010: 167-177).

Gignoux emphasized several times that considering that the stuccoes are incomplete, they should
not be interpreted without recourse to the inscriptions. About 35 meters of stuccoes have been
excavated in this hall, but with Mr. Gignoux's deciphering of the inscriptions, it has only been
determined that ""Vehshapour's brother founded this Dastgerd" and nothing else. Although the
stuccoes of Bandian have come down to us incomplete, they are clear enough. Despite this, Prof.
Gignoux believes that the interpretation of these stuccoes depends on the existence of inscriptions or
the completeness of the motifs (Rahbar, 2011: 173).

| leave the judgment of Gignoux's criticism and my answer to the responsibility of the
researchers. Now, the second review regarding the stuccos of Bandian fire temple hall, by some
young archaeologists, has been published in the second issue of the Tehran University
Avrchaeological Studies Journal in 2018. | am glad that my writings about an important historical
event during the time of Bahram V, which is a large-scale stucco with a narrative theme, similar to
the impressions of a historical film that was exhibited in the Bandian Fire Temple Hall in Dargaz,
have been noticed and criticized. | believe that fundamental criticism is constructive and leads to
growth and excellence. Constructive criticism makes the theories presented in a subject become
clearer and closer to the truth with corrections, and in this way, more accurate and realistic
information will be provided to the researchers. At the same time, | believe that no archaeologist can
claim that his theory and perception about the subject he presents is free of defects and is the ultimate
last word. However, the criticisms that are made without enough information or are otherwise hastily
done, are destructive, like the story of Hatem Tai and his brother. Therefore, while thanking these
colleagues who have criticized my article entitled "Reviewing some stucco of Bandian Dargaz", |
will point out a few concerns and a short answer will be presented below. The critics have claimed in
the introduction of their article, "Because some scenes and characters of the hall's stucco have not
been properly and carefully analyzed and interpreted, and in some cases even a different attribution
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can be seen in this interpretation, Therefore, this article has been evaluated by presenting convincing
and documented reasons and using historical texts and iconography™ (Togharai et al., 2019: 171). In
another place, they write: “there are some ambiguities and contradictions that prompted the authors
to recognize some motifs by studying accurately and seeking help from the carved inscriptions and
historical texts of the Islamic centuries” (Togharai et al., 2019: 172).
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Fig 2: Hunting scene, the Sassanid king and one of his companions hunting a deer.
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Fig 3: A horse standing still watching the hunting scene.
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Fig 4: The scene of the fight between the Sassanid king and the Heptali king.
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Fig 5: Victory scene. After defeating the enemy, the king and Ahuramazda are standing on the
corpses.
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Fig6: West wall of the hall. Anahita offering water. In the hall where the curtain has been
gathered to provide light.
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Fig 7: Stucco motifs on the western wall of the altar.
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Fig 8: The image of the firebox on the north wall of the altar. Guardians of the sacred fire are
standing on both sides of the firebox, each of them holding a small firebox.
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Fig 9: The eastern wall of the altar, the pattern of Vidmahrshapur.
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fig 10: Panjkand wall painting, the way people sit in the picture is the common way of
representing people in Central Asia (Girshman, 1370: 323, picture 433).
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Figll: The presence of Ahuramazda, Anahita and Bahram V in the coronation ceremony of the new king
of Heptali.
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Fig 12: Reliable Heptali on the right, waiting for permission to enter the banquet.
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Fig 13: Banquet ceremony in honor of the new king Heptali (Reliable Heptali).
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