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Abstract

This study investigates the formation, transformation, and localization of ritual
spaces in pre-Islamic Iran, tracing their trajectory from their initial emergence in
the earliest cultural and mythological traditions through to their integration into
the urban and administrative structures of the Sasanian Empire. It seeks to offer a
comprehensive analysis of the dynamic processes that contributed to the evolution of
sacred places, referred to as ritual spaces within a complex interplay of cosmological
symbolism, sociopolitical control, and religious authority. Employing a qualitative
methodological framework grounded in interpretive content analysis, the research
explores how ritual practices shaped and were shaped by their spatial contexts across
different historical periods. The core premise of the study rests on two interrelated
conceptualizations of ritual. First, ritual is analyzed as a metaphorical construct
a symbolic reflection of deep-seated cultural values, mythological narratives,
and sacred cosmologies. Second, ritual is approached as a disciplinary system,
functioning to structure social behavior, enforce moral norms, and legitimize
hierarchies within the frameworks of political and religious governance. These two
interpretive lenses, drawn from the theoretical traditions of anthropology, sociology,
history, and religious studies, provide a multidimensional view of how ritual space
functioned in ancient Iran.
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Introduction

The theoretical basis of this study draws on key thinkers such as Durkheim, Eliade, Turner, Geertz,
and Radcliffe-Brown, whose contributions to the understanding of ritual and sacred space have been
seminal within social science disciplines. The study also integrates insights from environmental
psychology, myth analysis, and urban theory. Ritual is conceptualized not merely as a religious
act but as a socially embedded phenomenon that reinforces group cohesion, legitimizes power,
and regulates behavior through symbolic performance. Methodologically, the research employs
qualitative content analysis with open coding, allowing for the identification of recurring themes
and concepts in historical, archaeological, and textual data. Through this process, the study isolates
key phases in the evolution of sacred spaces and theorizes the relationships between cosmological
beliefs, ritual performances, and spatial practices. The coding process identifies three major stages in
the development of ritual space in pre-Islamic Iran: the natural-sacred phase, the structured—temple

phase, and the urbanized-ritual phase.

Phase One: The Natural-Sacred Ritual Space

The earliest ritual spaces in Iranian culture were deeply connected to the natural environment.
Sacredness was attributed to natural elements such as water, fire, trees, and mountains, which were
seen as dwelling places of divine forces. Rivers and springs were regarded as manifestations of the
goddess Anahita, while mountains like Mount Damavand were considered cosmological axes or
anchors of order (axis mundi). These elements were not only physically revered but also symbolically
integrated into mythological narratives that gave meaning to the universe and human existence. Fire
held particular significance as a divine force and was often maintained in open-air altars without
enclosing structures. The sacred tree, especially species such as the cypress and pomegranate were
another important symbol of divine presence. Rituals in this phase were typically performed in open
landscapes, reflecting a close, almost unmediated connection between the community and the cosmos.
The sacred space, in this sense, was naturally occurring rather than human-made, characterized by
spatial openness, ritual spontaneity, and accessibility primarily for religious functionaries or tribal
leaders. Mountains served not only as physical places of elevation but also as spiritual heights where
proximity to the divine was believed to be more immediate. Offerings and sacrifices were often
conducted at mountaintops or nearby highlands, reinforcing the mountain’s role as a medium between
the human and divine realms. Mythological texts such as the Yashts and Bundahishn repeatedly

reference such sites, solidifying their role in the collective spiritual imagination.

Phase Two: The Structured and Restricted Ritual Space

With the institutionalization of Zoroastrianism, particularly during the Achaemenid and Parthian
periods, ritual spaces underwent a significant transformation. Sacred sites became more architecturally
defined, enclosed, and regulated. Fire temples, notably the char taq (four arched domes) were
constructed in remote areas, symbolizing the isolation of the sacred from the profane. Access to
these spaces was restricted to Magi and mobeds, reinforcing the idea of spiritual hierarchy and

ritual purity. The movement from natural to constructed sacred space marked a pivotal shift in the
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function of ritual space from an open, community based act to a controlled performance within an
institutional framework. The sacred fire, now enclosed, represented not only divine presence but also
the legitimacy of dynastic rule. The fire temple served as a nexus of metaphysical power, religious
education, and political propaganda. In contrast to the public facing Zoroastrian temples, Mithraic
ritual spaces developed in secrecy. Mithraea, often built-in underground caves or carved directly
into rock formations, reflected the esoteric and initiatory nature of Mithraic worship. These spaces
were concealed, private, and oriented toward individual transformation through sacred mystery.
Their secluded nature stood in stark contrast to the grandeur and visibility of Zoroastrian temples,
indicating a diversification in sacred geographies and the emergence of ritual plurality in ancient
Iran. These developments illustrate how sacred space became both a symbol of cosmological order
and a mechanism of exclusion, regulated by religious elites and tied to the legitimization of political
authority. Ritual space in this phase was increasingly monopolized, ritualized, and divorced from its

earlier natural contexts.

Phase Three: The Urban Integrated and Institutionalized Ritual Space

The final phase in the evolution of ritual space corresponds to the consolidation of the Sasanian
Empire. During this era, the spatial logic of sacred sites shifted dramatically: fire temples and ritual
centers were now situated within cities, alongside administrative complexes, markets, and royal
palaces. The sacred was no longer secluded in nature or isolated architecture; it was now interwoven
into the fabric of civic life. A key innovation in this period was the emergence of Eivan e Nowruz
(Nowruz halls), public spaces adjacent to fire temples where festivals, political ceremonies, and
communal gatherings were held. These venues illustrate the historicization of the sacred, where
ritual events coincided with royal victories, seasonal transitions, or state proclamations. Sacred
time and space became tools for consolidating imperial ideology. The Sasanians utilized ritual as
a means of social integration, particularly through the performance of festivals such as Tirgan,
Sadeh, and Nowruz, during which kings would pardon prisoners, distribute gifts, and engage with
subjects in highly choreographed displays of magnanimity. The ritual calendar synchronized with the
administrative logic of empire, turning religious performance into an instrument of governance. This
phase marks the culmination of sacred space as a disciplinary system. Drawing on Foucault’s concept
of power and surveillance, the study demonstrates how sacred architecture, ritual choreography, and
spatial configuration functioned to maintain social order. Fire temples became sites of behavioral
regulation, enforcing moral codes and cosmological doctrines while fostering allegiance to the throne.
Furthermore, the spatial integration of temples with urban marketplaces symbolizes the complete
localization and commodification of the sacred. Ritual spaces were no longer peripheral, they were
central to the political economy of the empire. Religious sites doubled as spaces of exchange,

authority, and spectacle, embodying a totalizing vision of imperial unity.

Dual Theory of Ritual Space: Metaphor and Discipline
This study proposes a dual theory of ritual space in pre Islamic Iran. As a metaphorical construct,

ritual space represents a projection of cultural belief systems, mythological cosmogonies, and sacred



7

| Daneshpour & Akbari: Analysis of the Stages of Dynamism Religious Sites in...| 36 I /

temporality. It connects individuals to ancestral narratives and the celestial order. As a disciplinary
system, it structures behavior, regulates access, enforces orthodoxy, and mediates power through
architecture, ritual performance, and institutional control. The progression from nature based rituals
to structured temples and finally to urbanized ceremonial spaces underscores a trajectory of increasing
institutionalization and centralization. What began as communal acts rooted in ecological reverence
evolved into highly orchestrated performances embedded in the bureaucratic machinery of empire.
In the pre Sasanian phase, the multiplicity of religious traditions (e.g., Zoroastrianism, Mithraism,
Zurvanism) fostered a plurality of sacred geographies. However, with the Sasanian assertion of
Zoroastrianism as the official state religion, ritual space became more uniform, hierarchical, and
state controlled. This marks a crucial turning point in Iranian religious history, where sacred space no

longer reflected only divine order, but the imperial will.

Conclusion:

The transformation of ritual space in pre Islamic Iran offers profound insights into how spatial
practices reflect evolving relationships between belief, power, and society. From sacred groves and
mountain altars to monumental fire temples and city center festivals, ritual spaces served not only
as stages for divine-human interaction but also as arenas of political drama and social engineering.
By tracing this evolution across three distinct phases, the study illuminates how sacred space is not
a fixed or inherent quality of geography but a dynamic product of historical, ideological, and ritual
processes. The research contributes to broader discussions on sacred geography, urban religiosity,
and the politics of space in ancient civilizations, providing a model for understanding how religious

landscapes are constructed, contested, and institutionalized over time.
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Fig. 6: Summary of the Survey of Ritual Sites in Pre-Islamic Iran (Authors, 2024).
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