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CERAGANI

CERAGANI (also ceragan, ceragbant, ceragbharan), the decoration of buildings
and open spaces with lights during festivals and on occasions like weddings,
coronations, royal birthdays, circumcision ceremonies, and so on. It may have
originated in the tradition of lighting large fires to celebrate Nowraz (new
year) and Sada (festival of fire), attested in Persia as early as the 4th/10th
century. Ebn al-Atir (VIII, pp. 298-99) described the festival of fire in Isfahan in
the year 323/935, and NarSaki (p. 37) reported a similar custom in Bukhara in
the time of the Samanid ‘Abd-al-Malek I (343-50/954-61; cf. Bayhaqi, ed. Fayyaz,
pp- 571-72, referring to celebrations at the court of the Ghaznavid sultan
Masud I, 421-32/1030-41). At some of these festivals birds and wild animals
were set ablaze and released to fly or run about as living torches.
Birtuni believed the lighting of fires for certain festivals and the incineration of
wild animals were old Sasanian customs (Atar, pp. 203, 207, 211, 213), but
there is no known evidence that Zoroastrians sacrificed animals.

In 352/963 the Buyid amir Mo‘ezz-al-Dawla (334-56/945-67) ordered a great
illumination in Baghdad for the Shi‘ite feast of Gadir (commemorating the
Prophet Mohammad’s designation of ‘All as his successor at the pool of Gadir
Komm in Arabia); the bazars were kept open at night, as was customary on
holidays (Ebn al-Afir, VIIIL, pp. 549-50; cf. Faqihi, pp. 469-71). While wintering
in Baghdad in 484/1091 the Saljuq sultan Maleksah (465-85/1072-92) ordered
that candles and torches be placed in boats on the Tigris on the night of Sada
(Nowayrt, I, p. 190; cf. pp. 186,189).

The earliest use of the word ceragant seems to be from the Safavid period, by
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which time the practice of illumination had become formalized; lights burned
continuously for several days whenever the shah arrived in a city, returned to
the capital, or simply ordered them for the entertainment of his household or
guests (Eskandar Beg, I, pp. 499-500, II, pp. 837-38; Molla Jalal-al-Din, pp.
329-30). It was the custom for noblemen entertaining the shah to provide
fireworks and to fill their houses and gardens with lights representing “a
thousand different subjects” (Chardin, p. 11; cf. p. 77). Shah ‘Abbas I
(996-1038/1588-1629), who was especially fond of ceragants often ordered the
merchants in the bazar and along the maydan (open square) in Isfahan to
organize grand displays (sometimes with more than 1,000 lamps and lanterns
burning in each shop) to last for weeks, often at their own expense; he did so
even in Moharram, the month of mourning. On one occasion he punished his
vizier for an unsatisfactory ceragant by having one of his teeth pulled. On
certain days the shah and his retinue, sometimes accompanied by foreign
envoys, would ride out to see the cderagani. When the ladies of the court
visited, the shops were tended only by the wives and daughters of the
merchants. If there were no females in a merchant’s family, then a
particularly handsome eunuch from the court would be chosen to replace him
in the shop. Certain evenings belonged to the handsome youths (sadaha), and
no adult male was allowed to take part (Eskandar Beg, I, pp. 499-500; Molla
Jalal-al-Din, pp. 329-32, 364; Nasrabadi, p. 431; Falsafi, II, pp. 285-91). In the
Ceragani-e bam (illumination of the roof) the rooftops of the entire city were lit
with countless lamps and lanterns (Molla Jalal-al-Din, p. 330).

The most detailed descriptions of ceraganis are from the Zand
(1163-1209/1750-94) and Qajar (1133-1342/1721-1924) periods. In Shiraz on 30
Jomada 1201/20 April 1787 the English traveler William Francklin witnessed
such an illumination as part of the circumcision ceremonies for the son of the
Zand ruler Ja‘far Khan (1199-1203/1785-89): For seven days all the bazars in
the city were splendidly illuminated by colored lamps. The walls of the bazars
were covered with tapestries, mirrors (see a'ina-kari), and paintings of the
ancient kings of Persia and India, and the individual shops were adorned with
silver paper and rich hangings. There were music, dancing girls, acrobats, and
a great display of fireworks. The decoration of the bazars was paid for by the
merchants themselves, who also offered gifts to the prince (Francklin, pp.
123-26).

In the Qajar period ceraganis continued to be associated with fireworks and
sometimes took place in royal encampments (cf. Etemad-al-Saltana, Riiz-nama--
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ye katerat, pp. 47, 394, 837). Johan Polak reported that they were common on
such occasions as the conquest of a city, appointment of the crown prince, and
royal marriage, but he was not impressed by the quality of Persian
illuminations (Polak, I, p. 79; tr., p. 65); state and religious occasions were also
celebrated with ceragants (Kahhalzada, pp. 293-94; Mahdaw1, p. 84; Mostawfl,
Sarh-e zendagani 1, p. 533). Carla Serena reported the custom in connection
with Nowrinz and described the ceragant for the marriage between ‘Esmat-al-
Dawla, daughter of Naser-al-Din Shah (1264-1313/1848-96), and Dust-
Mohammad Khan Mo‘ayyer-al-Mamalek (q.v.): The entire area between the
royal palace and the bridegroom’s house was flooded with light; soldiers with
burning candles in the barrels of their rifles lined the streets through which
the bridal carriage traveled, and the bazar was decorated with thousands of
lamps and candles provided by the father of the bridegroom (Serena, pp.
246-47; tr., pp. 275-76, 267; Mounsey, pp. 284-90). During the Nowruz
celebration and on the birthday (15 Sa‘ban) of Mohammad al-Mahdi, the
twelfth imam, the entire bazar area was lavishly decorated with lights,
mirrors, and flowers (Mostawfl, Sarh-e zendagani I, p. 354); small shops
throughout the city were also adorned with lights and other ornaments. For
Nowraz grocers customarily hung trays of senjed (jujubes) adorned with
candles from their roofs.

In late dictionaries ceragan is also listed as a synonym for Sam'ajin, a kind of
torture (e. g., Dehkoda, s.v.; see also cerag).

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Abu Rayhan Biruni, al-Tafhim le-awa’el al-sena‘at al-tanjim, ed. J. HomaT,
Tehran, 1316 S./1937.

E. G. Browne, Materials for the Study of the Babi Religion, Cambridge, 1918.
Idem, A Year amongst the Persians, Cambridge, 1927.

]J. Chardin, Travels in Persia, ed. N. M. Penzer, London, 1927.



https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/cerag-lamps-man

(3

@\ CERAGANI | Mahmoud Omidsalar

N. Falsafl, Zendagani-e Sah ‘Abbas-e awwal 11, Tehran, 1334 $./1955.
‘A.-A. Faqihi, Al-e Bilya wa awza*“e zaman-e isan, Tehran, 1357 $./1978.

W. Francklin, Observations Made on a Tour from Bengal to Persia in the Years
1786-7, London, 1790.

A. Kahhalzada, Didaha wa sanidaha, Tehran, 1363 $./1984.
M. Mahdawi, Dastanhd-i az panjah sal, Tehran, 1348 S./1969.

Molla Jalal-al-Din Monajjem, Tartk-e‘abbast ya riuiz-nama-ye Molla Jalal, ed. S.
Wahidnia, Tehran, 1366 S./1987.

A. H. Mounsey, Journey through the Caucasus and the Interior of Persia,
London, 1872; partial tr. S. Salill as “Marasem-e do ‘arasl dar awaker-e
dawran-e qajary,” Iran-nama 7/2, 1367 S./1988, pp. 265-69.

Mirza Mohammad-Taher Nasrabadi, Tadkera-ye Nasrabadi, ed. H. Wahid
Dastgerd, 3rd ed., Tehran, 1361 $./1982.

Sehab-al-Din Ahmad b. ‘Abd-al-Wahhab Nowayri, Nehayat al-arab fi fonun al-
adab, 25 vols., Cairo, 1342/1923.

]J. E. Polak, Persien. Das Land and seine Bewohner, 2 vols. in one, Leipzig, 1865;
tr. K. Jahandari as Safar-nama-ye Pilak, Tehran, 1361 $./1982.

C. Serena, Hommes et choses en Perse, Paris, 1883; Pers. tr. G. Sami1 as Safar-
nama-ye Karla Serena. Mardom wa didaniha-ye Iran, Tehran, 1363 S./1984.

(Mahmoud Omidsalar)




