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Abstract

Mafaroukhi and Abunoaym Isfahani, in their books about the history of
Isfahan, said that the Sassanian king P&roz ordered an Isfahani architect,
named Azarshapour, son of Azarmahan, to finish the fortress of Jay (Old city
of Isfahan). He built four gates on the wall. In summer solstice, two gates
were the place of sunrise and sunset, as in winter solstice, two other gates
had the same situation. The gates were named Khor, Mah, Tir and, Gosh,
names of four Zoroastrian deities and four successive days in the Zoroastrian
calendar. This paper aims to investigate the relationship between the names
of the gates of Jay and the summer and winter solstices. In the Sassanian era,
these days were well-known because they were the time of two Gahanbars,
the six seasonal Zoroastrian feasts. The first and second Gahanbars were held
in the four days mentioned above. The second Gahanbar's time was several
days after the summer solstice, and it was in celebration of the creation of
water. Another feast in celebration of water named Abrizan (water pouring),
or Afrgjkan in Isfahani dialect. It was held in the summer solstice and related
to the end of a long-term famine under P&roz's rule. According to Isfahani
writers, at the end of the famine, when it rained, people aspersed water on
each other and is named the day Abrizan after that. It seems that the names of
the four gates of Jay, which were built under Peroz, and their location are
related to the feasts and astronomical events associated with the veneration of
water. Moreover, the name of the nearest gate to Zayandeh roud Gosh could
also be related to another feast in celebration of water, greater Tirgan, that
was held on the day Gosh of the month Tir, Tirgan was very similar to
Abrizan, except the latter was an astronomical feast.
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Introduction

The origins and early development of the historic city of Isfahan have been the subject of much debate
and scholarly investigation over the centuries. While the precise founding date of the city remains
uncertain, various Islamic-era historians and geographers have pieced together a fascinating narrative
about its earliest origins and evolution. Some of the oldest accounts trace the roots of Isfahan back to
the legendary Pishdadi king, Tahmurs, who is said to have constructed two of the city's earliest
structures - the "Mehrin" and "Saruye" buildings. According to the 10th century historian Hamza
Isfahani, Tahmurs, who was renowned for his wisdom and esoteric knowledge, concealed all of the
accumulated learning of his time within the "Saruye" structure, in order to safeguard this knowledge
for future generations and protect it from potential disasters or upheavals. Hamza's chronicle also
notes that during Tahmurs' reign, the city of Jay - which would later become a central part of the larger
Isfahan metropolitan area - had not yet been founded. This suggests that the Mehrin and Saruye
buildings may represent some of the earliest permanent settlements in the region that would eventually
give rise to the city of Isfahan. Other early accounts, however, attribute the founding of Jay to the
conquering campaigns of Alexander in the 4th century BCE. Some geographers have proposed that
Alexander established the city. Yet Hamza Isfahani himself refutes this claim, asserting instead that
Jay was in fact ordered to be built by the Sassanian king, P&roz, during the 5th century CE. According
to Hamza, Péroz commissioned an architect named Azar Sﬁpﬁr, the son of Azarman Isfahani, to
oversee the construction of Jay's fortifications and defensive walls. Azar Sapir, who came from a
prominent local family, is credited with completing the city's four principal gates - known as "Bab i
Khor," "Bab i Esfij," "Bab i Tayere," and "Bab Yahodie." Additional details about the gates of Jay are
provided in the writings of other medieval Isfahanian scholars, such as Abu Nu'aym and Mafrukhi. It
is worth noting that "Tir" is another name for the third gate, and "Yahodie" is an alternative name for
the fourth gate, named "Jush/Gush" or "Kush bar" in Abu Nu'aym’s and Mafrukhi’s accounts. Abu
Nu'aym explains that "Khor," "Mah," and "Tir" represent the sun, moon, and mercury.These varying
accounts provide different names for the gates, with some shared elements such as "Khor" and "Esfis,"
in Abu Nu'aym’s first account, but also differences like "Tir" and "Kush." The explanations for the
names of the gates vary, with associations to celestial bodies like the sun, moon, and mercury. These
authors elaborate that Azar Sapiir opened each of the four gates over the course of four consecutive
days, with specific calendrical alignments. The first gate, "Bab i Khor," was constructed in front of the
central market square on a day named "Khor," likely corresponding to a solar event or celestial
phenomenon. The following day, named "Mah," saw the erection of the second gate, "Bab i Esfij" or "
Mah." Over the next two days, the third and fourth gates were built, with the third variously referred
to as "Bab i Tabriz" or "Bab i Tir," and the fourth as "Bab Yahodie" or "Bab i Kush."The positioning
and naming of these gates appear to have been influenced by sophisticated astronomical
considerations, as noted by the 10th century geographers and other medieval writers. They observed
that the gates were aligned to mark the sunrise and sunset positions during the solstices, suggesting a
deliberate integration of celestial observations into the city's urban planning and architecture. Ibn
Rusta states that during the summer solstice, the sun rises from the Esfij gate and sets at the Tir gate,
with similar patterns occurring for the other two gates during the winter solstice. Considering the
circular shape of the city, the gates that indicated the sunrise and sunset positions were likely placed at
the ends of smaller cords rather than at the ends of circular diameters.The sources indicate that the
names of the gates were closely associated with various celestial bodies, like the sun, moon, and the
planet Mercury. Furthermore,these four names in the exact order were the days eleventh to fourteenth
of the month in the Sassanian and Zoroastrian calendars. The days, Khor, Mah, Tir and Gosh along
with the 15th day of the month which was called Day-be-Bahman had a ritual importance in Sassanian
calendar and two of the "Gahanbars" which were Zoroastrian seasonal religious festivals were
celebrated at these days. This astrological symbolism and calendrical coordination imply that the
construction of Jay's fortifications was closely tied to the Zoroastrian seasonal festivals and rituals,



Naming the Gates of Jay and the Famine Under Sassanian King Péroz 103

particularly the "Gahanbar" celebrations honoring the six creations: sky, water, earth, plants, animals,
and human.The timing of Jay's gate-building project is believed to have coincided with the second
Gahanbar, which traditionally fell around the summer solstice. Abu Nu'aym and Ma- Farokhi probably
guoted from Hamza, that the gates were built 170 years before Islam, and some researchers have
guessed the date of their construction, 456 AD, and based on it calculated the angle of sunrise and
sunset during the winter and summer solstices and their possible locations. if we assume that the
Muslims attacked Isfahan in 641-642 AD we reach the date 472 AD which is the thirteenth year of
Peroz's reign. Therefore, the fact that the gates' location was based on solstices gives us a clue that the
four days the gates were built were probably the first four days of the second Gahanbar because
according to the corrected calendar, the second Gahanbar was at Tir and a couple of days after the
summer solstice. This connection is reinforced by references in the historical accounts to a severe
drought that afflicted the region during the reign of P&rdoz, and the subsequent "Abrizan" festival
marking the return of rain - an event that seems to have overlapped with the completion of Jay's
defensive walls. Therefore, it is natural to assume that the builders of the gates took into account the
drought when placing them based on the summer solstice and named them after the four days of the
second Gahanbar, during which water was admired and celebrated. In essence, the celebration of rain
and the flowing of water was honoured through these two spatial and temporal symbols: the gates of
Jay and the Abrizan festival.
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