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BURIAL
ii. Remnants of Burial Practices in Ancient Iran

The burial practices of pre-Islamic Iran are known partly from archeological
evidence, partly from the Zoroastrian scriptures, namely the Avesta and the
later Pahlavi and Persian literature. Both should be viewed in light of the
other.

The original meaning of the Old Iranian (Avestan) word daxma was most
probably “grave” (Hoffmann), which indicates that the ancient Iranians
practiced interment (cf. Cinquabre; Fukai and Matsutani, 1982). With the
advent of the Zoroastrian religion, however, burial was explicitly prohibited,
and exposure to flesh-eating animals was prescribed in the Vidévdad as the
only acceptable way to dispose of a body (see iii, below). Nevertheless, there
are a number of indications, even in the Zoroastrian texts, that significant
portions of the population resisted the change in funerary practice (see
below). For example, unlike the sin of cremation, which meant desecration of
the fire, the sin of burial was not punishable by death: In Vd. 3.36-42 only
corporal punishments were prescribed, depending on the elapsed time
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between interment and exhumation; in practice, these punishments were
convertible into fines. Although the sin was theoretically irremissible after two
years, it could still be cleared if committed on bad advice and repented. The
land on which a grave had been dug became pure again after fifty years (Vd.
5.14). Some Sasanian commentators favored still lighter penalties (Pahlavi Vd.
3.37-40, 5.14), obviously in an effort to come to terms with persistent ancient
practices. On the other hand, there is evidence that as late as the Sasanian
period an accusation of burying relatives was the occasion for execution of a
political enemy (Procopius, 1.11.37), and mass exhumations were committed
in Christian cemeteries during a period of persecution (see the passion of
Péroz of Bét Lapat, in Hoffmann, p. 39).

In any attempt to reconstruct actual burial practices from the Achaemenid
period onward, archeological evidence must be used with caution. The first
difficulty is that there is very little evidence from western Iran, compared to
the wealth of information from eastern Iran provided by Soviet excavations in
Central Asia (for a survey of the latter, see Grenet, 1984a). Another problem is
how to evaluate the surviving evidence, which may distort the relative
importance of burial and exposure. Exposure is well documented for eastern
Iran, where bones were preserved in ossuaries (datable as early as the 5th-4th
centuries B.C. in Choresmia; see astdodan). In western Iran, however, it seems
to have been less common to gather bones, and there is no tangible trace of the
typical Zoroastrian practice before the Sasanian period, though it is mentioned
in Greek sources as early as the Achaemenids.

Nevertheless, even after the spread of Zoroastrianism it appears that
inhumation continued among nomads or former nomads in Bactria and
Sogdia (Staviskij, pp. 120-26; Mandel’shtam, 1966, 1975; Litvinskii and Sedov,
1983, 1984; Grenet, 1984b, 1985) and among the population of Deylam and
Gilan, as late as the Seleucid and Parthian periods (Litvinskil, pp. 98-100; Fukai
and Matsutani, 1980). The graves, either simple or lined with stones, were
sometimes arranged in short catacombs, as in Deylam and Gilan, or marked by
cairns or mounded earth (kurgans), as in Bactria and Sogdia. Burial goods
included pots for offerings, small personal ornaments, and weapons.

On the Iranian plateau in Achaemenid times burial is scantily documented by
archaeology (Naumann, pp. 30-34). The bodies of kings were laid in
freestanding or rock-cut tombs (see Boyce, II, pp. 24-26, 54-55, 59, 182; iii,
below). Herodotus, writing in the 5th century B.C., mentioned that corpses
were coated with wax before burial (1.104); this custom has been interpreted
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either as a means of preserving the earth from pollution (Kammenhuber, p.
306) or as a primitive form of embalming—a practice thoroughly alien to the
spirit of Zoroastrian regulations (Boyce, II, p. 182).

The burial of entire corpses in ceramic containers spread from Mesopotamia
to western Iran soon after the Greek conquest (perhaps even before; see
Schmidt, pp. 117-23, pls. 85-89, on the “cemetery of the Persepolis spring”), but
it is impossible to decide whether or not the adoption of this fashion had
religious significance. Furthermore, the extent to which specimens of such
containers discovered in Kushan Bactria betray influence from the Parthian
empire is difficult to assess (for a substantial critical survey, see Litvinskil, pp.
115-20; cf. Litvinskii and Sedov, 1984, pp. 135-50).

At approximately the same time a type of freestanding mausoleum was
developed in Bactria and Margiana. It has been tentatively interpreted as a
compromise between practicing burial and meeting Zoroastrian requirements
forbidding it; corpses were left to decompose naturally on benches inside the
vaults in order to avoid polluting the earth, and the mausolea themselves were
raised on platforms (Grenet, 1984a, pp. 94-101, 230, 323-24; but other writers
consider such mausoleums to have received bones gathered after exposure in
regular Zoroastrian fashion, see Litvinskii and Sedov, 1983, pp. 107-16, and
Rtveladze, 1987).

Direct burial in the earth was still sporadically practiced in Sasanian Iran (see
especially Balcer; for Hephthalite burials, see McNicoll, p. 49; the “Kushano-
Sasanian” burials published by Shaffer and Hoffman may also be Hephthalite).

The placing of a coin in the mouth or hand of the deceased, attested at many
sites in both western and eastern Iran, was probably a continuation of the
Greek custom of supplying the deceased with “Charon’s obol,” a coin given the
dead man to pay his passage across the river Styx in Hades (Hansman and
Stronach; Balcer; MacDowall; Grenet, p. 219).

See also ASTODAN.



https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/astodan-ossuary

BURIAL II. REMNANTS OF BURIAL PRACTICES IN ANCIENT
(g) IRAN | Frantz Grenet

BIBLIOGRAPHY

M. Azarnoush, “Deux saisons de fouilles a la nécropole de "Sang-e Shir"
(Hamedan),” in Akten des VII. Internationalen Kongresses fiir iranische Kunst
und Archaologie, Miinchen 7-10 September, AMI, Erganzungsband 6, Berlin,
1979, pp. 281-86.

J. M. Balcer, “Excavations at Tal-i Malyan, 2. Parthian and Sasanian Coins and
Burials (1976),” Iran 16, 1978, pp. 86-92.

E. Benveniste, “Coutumes funéraires de I’Arachosie ancienne,” in W. B.
Henning and E. Yarshater, eds., A Locust’s Leg. Studies in Honour of S. H.
Taqizadeh, London, 1962, pp. 39-43.

]J. D. Cinquabre, “Les tombes de ’dge du fer en Iran du nord-ouest,” Paléorient
4, 1978, pp. 335-46.

Darmesteter, Zend-Avesta, Paris, 1892-93, repr. 1960.

S. Fukai and T. Matsutani, Halimehjan, 2 vols., Tokyo University Iraq-Iran
Archaeological Expedition Reports 16, 18, Tokyo, 1980, 1982.

F. Grenet, Les pratiques funéraires dans I’Asie centrale sédentaire de la conquéte
grecque a lislamisation, Paris, 1984a.

Idem, 1984b and 1985, see Litvinskil and Sedov, 1983 and 1984.

J. Hansman and D. Stronach, “Excavations at Shahr-i Qumis, 1967,” JRAS, 1970,
pp. 29-62.

G. Hoffmann, Ausziige aus syrischen Akten persischer Mdartyrer, Leipzig, 1880.

A. Kammenhuber, “Totenvorschriften und "Hunde-Magier" im Vidévdat,”
ZDMG 108, 1958, pp. 299-307.

B. A. Litvinskil, “Pogrebal’nye sooruzheniya i pogrebal’naya praktika v Parfii,”
in idem, ed., Srednyaya Aziya, Kavkaz i zarubezhnyi Vostok v drevnosti,
Moscow, 1983, pp. 81-123, pls. xxi-xxxviil.

Idem and A. V. Sedov, Tepai-shakh. Kul’tura i svyazi kushanskol Baktrii,




Vol. IV, Fasc. 5-6, pp. 559-561 @
)

Moscow, 1983; review F. Grenet, Abstracta Iranica 7, 1984b, no. 143.

Idem, Kul’ty i ritualy kushanskol Baktrii, Moscow, 1984; review F. Grenet,
Abstracta Iranica 8, 1985, no. 119.

D. W. MacDowall, “Excavations at Kandahar, 1975.

Second Interim Report: Coin Finds,” Afghan Studies 1, 1978, pp. 50-51. A.
McNicoll, “Excavations at Kandahar, 1975.

Second Interim Report: Excavations,” Afghan Studies 1, 1978, pp. 41-49.

A. M. Mandel’shtam, Kochevniki na puti v Indiyu, Trudy Tadzhikskol
Arkheologicheskol Ekspeditsii 5, Moscow and Leningrad, 1966.

Idem, Pamyatniki kochevnikov kushanskogo vremeni v severnol Baktrii, Trudy
Tadzhikskol Arkheologicheskoi Ekspeditsii 7, Leningrad, 1975.

R. Naumann, Die Ruinen von Tacht-e Suleiman und Zendan-e Suleiman, Fithrer
zu archéologischen Platzen in Iran 2, Berlin, 1977, pp. 30-34.

M. Negro Ponzi, “Sasanian Glassware from Tell Mahuz,” Mesopotamia 3-4,
1968-69, pp. 298-308 (Mesopotamian sites only).

E. V. Rtveladze, “Les édifices funéraires de Bactriane septentrionale et leur
rapport au zoroastrisme,” in Cultes et monuments religieux dans I’Asie centrale
préislamique, Paris, 1987, pp. 29-39, pls. xiv-xxiii.

E. Schmidt, Persepolis 11, Chicago, 1957, pp. 117-23, pls. 85-89.

J. G. Shaffer and M. A. Hoffman, “Kinship and Burial among Kushano-
Sasanians. A Preliminary Assessment,” East and West 26, 1976, pp. 133-52
(these graves may be Hephthalite).

B. J. Staviskij, La Bactriane sous les Kushans, Problemes d’histoire et de culture,
Paris, 1986, pp. 120-26.

L. Trimpelmann, “Sasanian Graves and Burial Customs,” in R. Boucharlat and
]J.-F. Salles, eds., Arabie orientale. Mésopotamie et Iran méridional de l’age du fer
au début de la période islamique, Paris, 1984, pp. 317-29.




