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In the expansive Shoushab plain, 
which occasionally transforms 
into a vast lake during spring 
rains, lies Nushijan Hill. Situated 
20 kilometers from Malayer and 
60 kilometers from Hamedan in 
Hamedan Province, it overlooks 
the village of Qalehno and boasts 
a history spanning about 2,800 
years.
Nushijan Hill is widely regard-
ed by many archaeologists as a 
historically significant temple 
fortress, serving both defensive 
and religious purposes. Known 
to many as the Nushijan Fire 
Temple, this structure is con-
sidered one of the oldest adobe 
worship sites globally, dating 
back to the first millennium CE. 
Perched on a hill, it stands as a 
prominent attraction for both 
domestic and international 
tourists, representing one of 
the lesser-known architectural 
marvels of the country.
The discovery of this ancient 
site dates back to 1964. In 1967, 
an English archaeologist, Da-
vid Stronach, and his team em-
barked on a nearly decade-long 

exploration of the area. Sub-
sequently, around 1977, ap-
proximately six seasons of 
archaeological excavations 
were conducted leading to an 
extraordinary find. Within the 
core of the hill, a three-story ado-
be structure was unveiled, with 
each level belonging to a distinct 
historical period: the Median, 
the Achaemenid, and the Parthi-
an era.
This remarkable discovery not 
only positioned Nushijan Hill 
and the fire temple as the oldest 
and only intact historical relic 
from the Median period but also 
established the fire temple as 
the oldest adobe worship site in 
the world. Despite its seemingly 
modest appearance, this adobe 
structure is recognized as the 
earliest example of ancient Per-
sian architecture, influencing 
subsequent periods such as the 
Achaemenids and leaving a last-
ing imprint on Iranian culture 
and Islamic architecture. Many 
experts attribute the architec-
tural leap during this period to 
the Medes’ interactions with di-
verse peoples and various ruling 
powers.

The remnants of the first temple 
are situated on the western side 
of Nushijan Hill. This temple was 
constructed in a north-south 
orientation, and three cavities 
are visible on the northern wall. 
On the southern side of the tem-
ple, archaeologists believe there 
is a platform that once housed 
the temple’s columns.

Apadana Hall
The term Apadana refers to 
columned halls from ancient 
times. A slightly smaller hall 
than the first temple is located 
there, consisting of 12 columns 
arranged in three rows of four. 
These columns supported the 
weight of the hall’s ceiling, but 
no remnants of their wooden or 
stone bases remain. Interest-
ingly, it appears that during the 
Achaemenid period, the stone 
bases of the columns were still 
present.
This rectangular hall is thought 
by some to date back to the Ach-
aemenid period and was likely 
of a religious nature rather than 
ceremonial. Similar columned 
halls have been observed in 
other locations, and these halls 

typically contained deep wells 
where offerings, such as wheat, 
were made to Anahita, the god-
dess of fertility. It seems that 
with the arrival of Darius, the 
Achaemenid, and the official es-
tablishment of the Zoroastrian 
religion, along with the closure 
of temples, this hall was repur-
posed for the worship of Anahi-
ta.
The central temple is the most 
captivating feature of the brick 
complex, being the second fire 
temple constructed on the site. 
These fire temples are among 
the earliest enclosed fire tem-
ples and hold significant histor-
ical and cultural value. Situated 
in the center of the expansive 
brick structure, the central tem-
ple is in close proximity to the 
Apadana hall.
Comprising various sections, 
the fire temple originally housed 
a fire pit on its northern side, 
which regrettably was removed 
by an English archaeologist and 
transferred to another country. 
Adjacent to the fire temple, a 
room with a small door leads to 
a staircase accessing the second 
floor, where the fire pit was posi-

tioned approximately one meter 
above the ground.
A channel was installed next 
to the fire pit to facilitate the 
transfer of materials resulting 
from the fire, preventing ash 
from spilling inside the temple. 
A vestibule, featuring arches on 
pedestals, is situated between 
the entrance and the main space 
of the central temple. These 
arches, constructed on two brick 
pedestals in the form of half-
arches, are commonly observed 
in Achaemenid, Sassanid, and Is-
lamic architectural periods. The 
vestibule provided access to the 
temple space, the room under 
the staircase, and the staircase 
to the second floor.
The artistic use of arches is also 
evident in the staircase, and the 
blind windows in the structure 
represent the initial founda-
tions of muqarnas. An intriguing 
aspect of this temple is the me-
ticulous covering of these struc-
tures with six meters of gravel, 
followed by layers of stone, clay, 
and mud in a conical shape.
The discoveries in Nushijan are 
not limited to this. Pottery ves-
sels and silver objects, which 

were actually the first official 
form of money in the world, have 
also been unearthed in this area. 
Silver hollow rings, known as si-
glos, are considered the basis of 
the Achaemenid coins.
Given the tourist appeal of this 
ancient brick structure, initia-
tives such as cleaning, beau-
tification, setting up camping 
facilities, holiday visitor tents, 
lighting systems, and the pres-
ence of tour guides to introduce 
Nushijan to visitors are part of 
the plans to enhance the recep-
tion of this monument.
Due to its unique significance, 
the Nushijan archaeological 
site was designated as a nation-
al site in 2015, contributing to 
the preservation of restored ar-
tifacts, development of tourist 
infrastructure, protection, re-
search, and allocation of funds 
for tourism infrastructure.
The ancient Nushijan site boasts 
10 world firsts and unique tech-
niques, and has been listed as 
one of the county’s tourism at-
tractions for global recognition. 
During last Nowruz (Iranian New 
Year holidays), over 3,000 tourists 
visited this beautiful site.

The history of Qasemabad Qa-
nat located in a village with the 
same name and the history of 
Hamedan go hand-in-hand, 
and have always been insepa-
rable. Many historical records 
highlight Hamedan as one of 
the oldest cities that Persians 
have ever founded. The fame of 
Hamedan is mostly indebted to 
Medes tribes who came togeth-
er to form the Median Kingdom 
in the eighth century BCE. 
Hamedan that was called Ec-
batana at the time retained its 
importance as a summer resi-
dence under the Achaemenid 
Persian kings. Nevertheless, 
Hamedan’s history goes back 
to as early as stone and cop-
per ages, between 6000 and 
3100 BCE. During Bronze Age 
(3100-1500 BCE), Hamedan 
enjoyed an urban develop-
ment to which the archeologi-

cal site of Pisa northwest of the 
present-day Hamedan bears 
witness. The archeological 
excavations in Pisa revealed a 
variety of evidences related to 
the Bronze Age, and the upper 
layers were awash with Par-
thian objects. 
Although Hamedan precedes 
all known historical empires, 
the oldest written mention 
of Hamedan has been discov-
ered in the inscription of Na-
bonidus who was the last king 
of the Babylonian Empire be-
tween 556 and 539 BCE.
The next mention of Hamedan 
has been found in the Bisotoun 
inscription where Darius the 
Great describes his victory in 
520 BCE suppressing a Median 
rebellion in Ecbatana as the reb-
els’ headquarters. The Greek 
historian Herodotus (484-425 
BCE) provides us with valuable 

information about Hamedan 
and its development by Deioces 
as the Medes’ capital. 
Polybius another Greek histo-
rian (208-125 BCE) provides 
more detail about Hamed-
an that had risen to fame for 
horse breeding and grain 
production. Ctesias the Greek 
physician and historian who 
served at the court of Persian 
kings from 416 to 398 BCE 
ascribes the foundation of 
Hamedan to the legendary 
Assyrian queen Semiramis as 
follows: “When Semiramis ar-
rived in the region of Hamed-
an, on a flat plain she built a 
palace more gorgeous than 
any other palaces she had ever 
erected. She ordered that a 
long canal be dug from Alvand 
Mountain to Hamedan to sup-
ply water”. 
Ctesias’s account shows that 

even in ancient times the pros-
perity of Hamedan plain was 
contingent on the water that 
had to be transferred from Al-
vand elevations. What Ctesias 
says about digging a long canal 
may be an allusion to the tradi-
tion of qanat construction that 
had long been common in the 
region. We cannot claim that 
Ctesias actually means qanat 
by mentioning such water 
transfer structures, until we 
look into the original text to 
see what word has been trans-
lated into “canal”.
What we can take for grant-
ed is the fact that qanats and 
their irrigation network have 
always played a crucial role in 
Hamedan’s agricultural pro-
duction systems. For example, 
in Ecbatana the archeological 
excavations unearthed a net-
work of water canals mean-

dering along the streets of an 
urban fabric that dates back 
to the Parthian and Sassani-
an periods. The remains of 

those canals are expressive of 
the important status of water 
supply systems in the city’s so-
cio-economic dynamic.

Nushijan excavations unearth  
ancient treasures

Historical significance of water in Hamedan

The above is a lightly edited version of a part of a chapter entitled, “Production and Water Culture”, from a book entitled “Cultural Dynamics of Water in Iranian Civilization”,  
written by Majid Labbaf Khaneiki, published by Springer. The photo was taken from the book.
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