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Zoroastrian Temple of Old Thilisi

Guram Kipiani
llia Chavchavadze State University

ICOMOS Georgia

In Old Thilisi, in Kala district is located a rectangular planning brick structure that functioned as a mosque

until the late 18" century. However, the local population called it ‘Cult’ place and Atashgah, or fire temple.

ICOMOS Georgia with the support of Danish Foreign Ministry and Danish Cultural Heritage Directory in
relation to this structure conducted a series of investigations that comprised small scale architectural and

archaeological works.

The structure has been recorded by several foreign travelers (Shardene, Tournefort, Gagarin, Chernetsov)
and it is often seen on the panoramas of Old Thilisi. The structure was also depicted on several plans and

photographs of 19" century as one of the important sights of the town.

The structure was roofed by dome that existed until the beginning of 20" century. Currently the dome is
collapsed. It was supported by squinches and evidenced late Sassanian — early Islamic style. The structure
was set on complicated rocky slope inclined from south to north. Prior to structure construction the flat and
rectangular platform has been arranged in a similar way to Iranian building tradition. In the inner space of
the structure, on a rocky surface was identified an oval ditch with dowel hole inside. We can presume that
here was an area, where a specific object was embodied and for that reason the site might be referred as

‘Cult’ place.



Identification of several constructional layers revealed initial core building with arches on four sides, dome
set on squinches, and a pathway around. Obviously a fire temple has been exposed, which typologically

belonged to ¢ahar-taq or “four arches’.

Apparently the temple was constructed during the reign of Stepanoz | in Kartli (590-605). Commencement
of Stepanoz | ruling corresponded to Khosrau Il reign in Iran. From historical sources could be concluded
that his political and religious orientation was totally Sassanian. Later Tbilisi became an area, where
Sassanian Iran was confronted by Byzantine Empire and its ally Khazar Kaghanate for the world hegemony.
The first two months siege of Thilisi lasted with Byzantine and its alley’s failure. The second siege appeared
successful and ended in the spring of 628 with a capture and execution of town defenders and obliteration
of Zoroastrian, pagan, and Monophysite temples. The function of Atashgah should been canceled in the
same 628 year. It should be mentioned that the strongest resistance was met by coalition from that very

district, where the fire temple was located.

Iran was weakened in these fights and could not effort to oppose Arabs and Islam. After defeating Iran a
direct way laid to Transcaucasia. From the second half of eight century, after Marwan Il ibn Muhammad
devastating campaign in Georgia, Muslim administration has been established in Thilisi and it was a
perfectly natural act to construct a mock there. The existence of Atashgah and even its remains was entirely
unacceptable. The temple or the remnants might have been reminiscent of Zoroastrian religion that

dominated in east in the recent past.

Therefore during Islamic period the temple has been modified. Arches have been filled, created decorative

facade, the core structure has been framed with bricks.

Atashgah is a significant historical, architectural and archaeological monument at the same time. It is an
organic creation of political events that took place in Transcaucasia. An architectural monument, especially

cultic, always precisely illustrates the history of a country of its origin.
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