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Abstract
This article reexamines a wall painting discovered in 1925 and 1929 by Ernst Herzfeld in the Painted 
Gallery of the great Parthian-Sasanian temple complex at Kuh-i Khwaja in Iran (Sistan-Baluchestan 
province). The painting subsequently disappeared and today it can be studied only from Herzfeld’s 
photographs (hardly usable), sketch, and watercolors, kept at the Smithsonian’s National Museum 
of Asian Art. It shows a royal or aristocratic couple standing in a schematic architectural setting. No 
interpretation has so far been attempted. It is proposed that the couple is standing at the entrance 
of a fire chamber (such as the real one that exists at the back of the temple) and that the man 
holds a written scroll (already identified as such by Herzfeld according to a scribbled note), which 
probably contains a deed of endowment. The costumes are Sasanian but not royal Sasanian, while 
the type of the woman’s crown is documented in Kidarite-Hephtalite Bactria. A date is proposed in 
the fourth or fifth century. The man could belong to the vassal dynasty of the Saganshahs or be a 
later Sasanian governor.

The Kuh-i Khwaja, “Mountain of the Lord,” is an archaeological site on a basaltic plateau rising 
over the waters of Lake Hamun in Iran (Sistan-Baluchestan province), close to the Afghan bor-
der.1 The walled settlement measures ca. 2.7 hectares, of which the northern half is occupied 
by a temple complex, the only one so far in pre-Islamic Iran where wall paintings have been 
discovered (fig. 1).2 

The site was first investigated in 1915 by the British archaeologist Sir Mark Aurel Stein, who 
drew the first plan and recorded some paintings. In 1925 and 1929, the German archaeologist 
Ernest Herzfeld conducted a more systematic study. The only stratigraphic excavations were 
carried out in 1961 by a team from the University of Turin. Limited in scope, the initiative 
produced little reliable data for the overall chronology, which was overinterpreted and conse-
quently gained no credit in the literature.3 Subsequent visitors occasionally reported masonry 
falls that brought to light other paintings, and samples of wood were taken for radiocarbon 
analysis. Although there is evidence that the site was sacred for Zoroastrians as early as in the 
Avesta (Yasht 19, presumably from the Achaemenid period),4 the safely or relatively safely 
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datable architectural remains date from between the late Parthian period (second and early 
third centuries CE) and the late Sasanian period (early seventh century), possibly with an 
occupation until the early Islamic period. There is no evidence for systematic destruction after 
the conquest. Earlier structures may come to light in the future.

This study focuses on one of the paintings, which particularly caught Herzfeld’s attention. 
Even if he did not provide an explanation, Herzfeld referred to it as the “king and queen,” a 
composition that was painted toward the middle of the back (northern) wall of the “Painted 
Gallery” encased in the basement of the raised terrace leading to the fire chamber (figs. 2–4).5 

Photographic negatives, supplemented by Herzfeld’s sketches and watercolors (completed 
afterward and somehow different from each other),6 show the couple standing in three-
quarters view and the man’s body slightly overlapping the woman’s. The figures are set between 
two high rectangular frames ornamented with scrolls, circles, and a crisscross pattern. Herzfeld 
considered these frames as “a canopy, of which the posts only remain,” but in fact only the 
external band of the right frame is extended by an outward curve. A third character is standing 
to the left, recorded only in an uncolored sketch that is difficult to interpret.

The couple is dressed in tight, long red tunics and is richly adorned with neckbands, 
armbands, and stripes distributed along the sleeves and hems. The male figure also has a 

FIGURE 1. Excavation of Kuh-e Khwaja (Iran): Ruins of Ghaga-Shahr, “palace-temple” complex, view of main courtyard’s north wall. Ernst Herzfeld / 

National Museum of Asian Art Archives, Smithsonian Institution, Ernst Herzfeld Papers, FSA A.6 04.GN.2080
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FIGURE 3. Watercolor sketch (1 of 2) of fragmentary paintings on the wall. Ernst Herzfeld / National Museum of Asian Art Archives, 

Smithsonian Institution, Ernst Herzfeld Papers, FSA A.06 05.0354

FIGURE 2. “King and Queen,” drawing from Herzfeld’s sketchbook. Ernst Herzfeld / National Museum of Asian Art Archives, Smith

sonian Institution, Ernst Herzfeld Papers, FSA A.06 05.0354a
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yellow cloak draped on his shoulders. His garments, which fold over from right to left, are not 
characteristic of Sasanian royal costumes, but traces of the typically Sasanian pearled “harness” 
are visible below the left shoulder. Below his red belt on the left, the figure wears a dagger 
with one round lobe on each side below the hilt (the lower part is missing).7 His headgear, 
under which no headband is visible, is a plain calotte (the typical Sasanian headgear) covered 
with a crisscross pattern, such as that shown on a Persepolis graffito from the transitional 
Parthian-Sasanian period (fig. 5).8 Subsequently, calottes with the same general shape but 
different patterns are shown on coins of Ardashir II (r. 379–383 CE) and before him, occa-
sionally, Shapur II (309–379). Figures wearing such tight-fitting calottes are also depicted, 
together with higher round tiaras, on some nonroyal Sasanian seals. A crisscross pattern on 

FIGURE 5. Graffito in Persepolis, detail of the northern 

wall of the “Harem.” From Peter Calmeyer, “Zur Genese 

altiranischer Motive, V. Synarchie,” Archäologische 

Mitteilungen aus Iran, n.s. 9 (1976): pl. 3 

FIGURE 4. Detail of watercolor sketch (2 of 2). Ernst Herzfeld / National Museum of Asian Art Archives, Smithsonian Institution, Ernst Herzfeld 

Papers, FSA.A.06 02.06.15.039 
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another type of headgear appears on a fourth- or fifth-century Sasanian plate showing a local 
ruler, perhaps in Sistan, holding a foal.9 The woman’s headgear is far more complicated, with 
a rosette set in a lozenge over the forehead, and on top a row of five triangular fleurons each 
enriched by multiple small round ornaments within and around it. Some Kushano-Sasanian 
crowns from the mid- and late fourth century are composed of similar elements (fig. 6).10 A 
more similar crown, with round ornaments similarly attached to the sides of the triangles, is 
worn by a worshiper in the temple at Dil’berdzhin near Balkh (northern Afghanistan), dated to 
the fifth or sixth century (fig. 7).11 Comparable crowns are also found on some Bactrian seals 
with male portraits attributed to the same period.12 Among women’s crowns, a more remote 
analogy is on the Sogdian seal of “Azat, consort of Indamich,” with five fleurons each topped by 
a short spike carrying a round element (fig. 8).13 On the painting under discussion, a nimbus 
painted in yellow seems visible around the head of the woman and perhaps also of the man.

Regarding the position of the figures’ arms, Herzfeld wrote that “the attitude of his [the 
king’s] left arm and the right arm of the queen is not quite clear.” Trudy Kawami took the raised 
arm as the man’s left arm; but comparing Herzfeld’s various versions, it appears that his left 
arm, covered with a red sleeve like the right one, is hanging at the side of the body (on one of 
the watercolors, fig. 3, the hand, painted in pink, is recognizable), like the woman’s left arm. 

FIGURE 7. A worshiper, Dil’berdzhin, 

annex to the temple, room 16, 

watercolor copy. From Irina T. Kruglikova, 

“Nastennye rospisi v pomeshchenii 

16 severo-vostochnogo kul’tovogo 

kompleksa Dil’berdzhina,” in Drevniaia 

Baktriia: Materialy Sovetsko-Afganskoi 

arkheologicheskoi ekspeditsii, vyp. 2, ed. 

Kruglikova (Moscow: Nauka, 1979), fig. 18; 

original in Kabul Museum or destroyed

FIGURE 6. Kushano-Sasanian crowns. From Robert Göbl, System und Chronologie der Münzprägung des Kušānreiches 

(Vienna: Verlag der Österreichisches Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1984), pl. VI, king or kings “Wahram,” crowns 1 

(2nd type), 2, 5
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The raised arm is in fact the woman’s right arm, with the yellow sleeve of the undergarment 
coming out of her red dress. A recently discovered Buddhist painting at Mes Aynak, a major 
Buddhist settlement near Kabul, attributed to the fourth or fifth century, shows exactly the 
same bicolor configuration (fig. 9).14 In one version of Herzfeld’s watercolors, not illustrated 
here, this arm, which Herzfeld supposed to be the man’s, is holding a flower. The misinterpre-
tation probably arose from a cluster of gemstones on the side of the woman’s neckband. It 
seems rather that she is holding nothing but is executing the Iranian gesture of respect with 
a bent forefinger.

Below the man’s broad red belt, perhaps made from leather with a rosette clasp, he has tied 
a second one. White in color, it is thinner with light fluttering ties. Based on the three ties, it 
is tempting to interpret this nonfunctional belt as the kustīg, the soft belt of the Zoroastrian 
initiate, folded three times. As the kustīg, however, is in principle worn directly on the skin 
with only the ends emerging from the tunic, this interpretation poses a problem.

FIGURE 10. Fire altar on coins of Wahram IV, type Ia 1/1a. 

From Nikolaus Schindel, Sylloge Nummorum Sasanidarum, 

3/2: Shapur II–Kawad I./2. Regierung (Vienna: Verlag der 

Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2004), p. 116

FIGURE 8. Imprint of the Sogdian seal of Lady 

Azat, British Museum (119999) https://upload.wiki 

media.org/wikipedia/commons/3/3b/British 

_Museum_stamp-seal_%28Registration_number 

_1870%2C1210.3%29.jpg

FIGURE 9. Worshipers, Mes Aynak, Ghol Hamid monastery. Pho-

tograph: INA/DAFA, courtesy of Nicolas Engel

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/3b/British_Museum_stamp-seal_%28Registration_number_1870%2C1210.3%29.jpg
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/3b/British_Museum_stamp-seal_%28Registration_number_1870%2C1210.3%29.jpg
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/3b/British_Museum_stamp-seal_%28Registration_number_1870%2C1210.3%29.jpg
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/3b/British_Museum_stamp-seal_%28Registration_number_1870%2C1210.3%29.jpg
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The couple appear to be standing in a setting. Behind them, the high “frames” could repre-
sent two doors of an antechamber. To the right, the arch of which only the departure subsists 
most probably indicates a niche or a dome containing the object of the adoration. What is 
visible inside suggests a large fire altar rather than a statue. The reverse of some Sasanian coins, 
especially under Shapur II (309–379), Ardashir II (r. 379–383) and Wahram IV (r. 388–399), 
shows a design that, on a miniature scale, seems compatible with the design Herzfeld failed 
to understand: a floating ribbon above (white on the watercolors), and a contorted yellow 
shape he perhaps misinterpreted from the schematized lion leg attached to the upper table 
of the altar and bent horizontally to reach a “mushroom-shaped” post (cf. fig. 10).15 Alterna-
tively, what is depicted here could be a combination of the upper ribbons shown on coins of 
Ardashir I and the middle ribbons shown on coins from Shapur I onward and on the Bandiyan 
(Khurasan) stuccos (see below). 

Neither Herzfeld nor Kawami commented on the long white object held horizontally in the 
man’s right hand (fig. 11). On the negatives, it appears slightly thicker than as is shown on the 
watercolors, but similarly ending at a straight angle. This detail excludes a scepter. Considering 
the proximity of the fire altar, the object could be a bundle of barsoms (ritual twigs), but this 
is unlikely, as on almost all images from the Achaemenid to the Sasanian periods, the barsoms 
are longer, held vertically or bent slightly forward.16 Another ritual object to be considered is 
the esm, a log or stick of scented wood, which would be cleaned of its bark and presented as an 
offering to the sacred fire. The white coloring and straight ends of the motif, however, are more 
indicative of a scroll.17 Almut Hintze tentatively reads Herzfeld’s scribbled annotation on the 
object as: volu. Skriptum (i.e., volumen Skriptum, “scroll. Written document”) (fig. 11).18 Inde-
pendently, Anca Dan proposes the same interpretation with slight differences.19 It is therefore 
probable that Herzfeld identified the object as a written scroll.

There is an analogy, even if not strictly morphological but probably functional, with some 
royal stone statues at the Kushan dynastic temple of Surkh Kotal, north of Kabul, Afghani-
stan, which was founded by Kanishka (r. 127–ca. 150). At least one fragmentary left hand, 
detached from a statue, holds an object, entirely preserved, which the French archaeologist 

FIGURE 11. Detail of fig. 4. The object 

in the man’s right hand, with Herzfeld’s 

annotation volu. Skriptum (?). Ernst 

Herzfeld / National Museum of Asian Art 

Archives, Smithsonian Institution, Ernst 

Herzfeld Papers, FSA.A.06 02.06.15.039 
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Daniel Schlumberger described as “a book consisting in two convex tablets enclosing a bun-
dle of sheets” (fig. 12).20 The object, however, cannot be a codex, which was introduced 
to Central Asia only later by the Christians and Manichaeans. In northern India and Kho-
tan, wooden tablets enclosing pothis, texts written on palm leaves, were also known, but 
this material seems specific to the Indian sphere, while Bactria used parchment.21 The leaves 
between the planks could be a Bactrian parchment charter folded three times (one of the 
documented formats of Bactrian documents)22 with the thickness of the four lines exagger-
ated for the sake of visibility. So, most probably at Surkh Kotal the king is holding a charter 
of endowment or donation as a folded parchment; at Kuh-i Khwaja it appears to be a scroll 
but the context is the same. Such an interpretation also corresponds to what the high magus 
Kerdir stated in his inscriptions concerning his establishment of fire temples: “many charters 

FIGURE 12. Surkh Kotal, sculpture 

fragments S 2. From Daniel Schlumberger, 

Marc Le Berre, and Gérard Fussman, Surkh 

Kotal en Bactriane, vol. 1, Les temples: 

Architecture, sculpture, inscriptions (Paris: 

Diffusion de Boccard, 1983), pp. 195–96, 

pl. 63; original in Kabul Museum
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(relating to) fires and mages were sealed.”23 The Pahlavi word translated as charter is pādix-
šīr; in similar contexts, Kerdir uses also gitt (document) and mādayān (record). We may not 
know the appearance of these documents, but probably they were shown at the time of the 
temples’ consecration. The end of the Bactrian inscription, which records the foundation of 
the Rabatak temple by Kanishka, states that “according to the king’s command many rites (?) 
were endowed, many attendants were endowed.”24 The word for command is fromana and 
relates to the Persian farmān; it designates both the order and its written record. On the 
Kuh-i Khwaja painting, a scroll with a Zoroastrian prayer is unlikely: prayers were known by 
heart as they are today, and scholars generally agree that the Avestan texts were not commit-
ted to writing before the sixth century.

The identity of the couple is unclear. With the unresolved chronology of the site of Kuh-e 
Khwaja, partially due to lack of proper stratigraphic investigations, the iconographic parallels 
discussed here seem to indicate that this painting was executed in the mid-Sasanian period, 
fourth or fifth century, but may not represent Sasanian imperial art stricto sensu. If the charac-
ters are royal, they probably belong to the line of the vassal Saganshahs’ “Kings of the Sakas,” 
that is, Sagestan-Sistan. They are last documented by an inscription at Persepolis from 327 
that mentions Shapur Saganshah, a member of the Sasanian family.25 If from a later period, the 
pair may represent a governor and his wife. As noted, the figure’s appearance seems to draw 
inspiration from Kushano-Sasanian or Kidarite fashions and regalia. Although these realms 
never included Sistan, they bordered it to the south of Herat and included Kapisa, which was 
not distant from the upper Hilmand basin. 

This image of an act of endowment to a sacred fire is located at a most appropriate spot, 
near the middle of the long back (north) wall of the Painted Gallery, on the axis of the domed 
chamber that sheltered a stone fire altar. As in the vase of the private fifth-century shrine at 
Bandiyan, the real fire was burnt in the cella, where only priests were admitted, while also at 
Bandiyan a room set on its axis contained its image in its most exalted form, with wide middle 
ribbons flanked by lay patrons.26 At the time of Herzfeld’s visits, the scene was the only pre-
served painting on this wall. There is one other clearly Zoroastrian image at Kuh-e Khwaja, 
which is painted near the northern entrance; it represents a priest or servant of the cult wear-
ing the mouth cover (padām).27 

Generally speaking, there is very little evidence of deities in human form at Kuh-e Khwaja. 
On the south wall and ceiling of the Painted Gallery, other paintings included rows of wor-
shipers, festive scenes, and a mythological episode (a combat between two Indian elephant 
riders). In a corridor along the south gate of the complex, a composition recorded by M. Aurel 
Stein showed an enthroned royal character with an ox-headed mace receiving the submission 
of a three-headed foe. Only here, a precise identification is possible: the composition depicts 
Faridun’s victory over Zahhaq.28 To return to the Painted Gallery, the pair formed by a male 
trident bearer and a female mace bearer could be divine, the god in this case being Vayu (OĒŠO 
with a trident on Kushan and Kushano-Sasanian coins) and the goddess Nana (sometimes 
depicted with a mace), but the light dress and the woman’s informal pose complicate this 
identification.29 Apart from this pair, in a group of three men, the right one, with a two-winged 
helmet, has been compared to Hermes and could be tentatively identified as Farn, depicted in 
the guise of Hermes on Kushan coins. As he carries a shield and appears on equal footing with 
an obviously non-divine figure, he could be just a young warrior.30 All in all, the only clearly 
divine representation in the gallery is that of a moon god with a halo and a wide crescent over 
his head.31 An astral personification does not necessarily hint at image worship.
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Despite current challenges to conducting fieldwork at Kuh-e Khwaja, progress can still be 
made with detailed examination and comparative analysis of Herzfeld’s archives. Complete dig-
italization of his sketchbooks, with hypertext links to translations of his notes and associated 
documents, could further facilitate research. More generally, a three-dimensional model of 
the architecture of the temple with the precise location and reproduction of all recorded wall 
paintings is a desideratum. And, even more importantly, the Iranian authorities should take 
measures to contain the accelerated destruction of this exceptional site, which most probably 
contains still other undiscovered images.

Since 2013 Frantz Grenet has been professor at the Collège de France, Paris (chair “History and 
Cultures of Pre-Islamic Central Asia”). Previously he held the chair “Religions of Ancient Iran” at the 
Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes. Since 1989 he has been director of the French-Uzbek Archaeo-
logical Mission, which conducts excavations mainly at Samarkand. For his list of publications, see 
https://www.archeo.ens.fr/IMG/pdf/f.grenet.publications.pdf
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