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Mithraism is one of the ancient ideas of Iran, which has had a cultural impact on popular
culture, art, architecture, and rituals. This religion originated in India, evolved in Iran, went
to the West, and had effects on Christianity at its beginning in Asia Minor. Religious
buildings in this ritual are called Mehrabeh (Mithraeum), usually hidden in the mountains.
Based on the sanctity of stone in this ritual, they try to design these buildings in the mountains
according to specific concepts. The question is, what are the features of this religion that can
be found in its architecture and where can these examples be found? Since rock-cut
architecture is a type of vernacular architecture that is most closely related to Mithraism, the
Meymand World Heritage Complex was selected as a case. In an interpretative-historical
process, sources were studied in the field of knowledge of the Mehr ritual, and examples
were examined based on the findings. The most important examples of this idea's existence
in this place's architecture were the special design of the two historic baths in Meymand and
the Pish-Osta temple, which were close to similar examples. The examples of this
architecture directly with tools such as decorations do not contain the sacred arrays of this
ritual, and the simplicity of their design and organic construction has created a fundamental
difference from other examples. Also, what has been going on in the livelihood system in the
past, such as subordination to the livelihood norms and the economic system of husbandry
or the special rituals of life, have traces of the philosophical thinking of this religion.
Cogpnition of these issues opens the way for more extensive and specific research.
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1. Introduction

The fundamental recognition of Rock-Cut architecture as one of the important types of vernacular
architecture requires a basic understanding of thought that has played a role in forming and
evolving this architectural phenomenon. This architecture includes complex meanings and cultural
links with the conditions of its time. This complexity results from the variety of components
affecting its physical condition which has many changes in the diverse functional types of this
architecture. The sanctity of stone among Iranians and its special appeal for creating shelters have
always caused the use of this architecture to be of interest throughout the history of this land. As
one of the ancient religions of Iran, Mithraism has a special attitude towards the sanctification of
rocks and mountains, and traces of its influence can be seen in most religious buildings of this
religion. The culture, livelihood, and daily life of the people living in this architecture are also one
of the ways to know the thoughts of this architecture which more aspects of livelihood economy
can be seen in the residential type of this architecture. The fundamental question is in the initial
formation of this architecture in what physical and livelihood cases the traces and effect of culture
and thought can be searched? How did certain religious meanings that considered stone sacred
affect this architecture? Therefore, the ritual and evolved examples study of this architecture can
provide the basis for this knowledge.

2. Reaserch Methodology

This research is qualitative, and its fundamental approach is historical and, with the method of field
studies has identified examples related to the subject. The necessary patterns to interpret the
findings have been extracted from historical texts that deal with referred architectural studies. This
study has compared the evidence in the architecture, livelihood, and culture of Meymand as a case
study with other examples related to Mithraism. Familiarity with the site, use of existing
documents, visual inspections, recognition of existing material evidence, and comparison with
similar cases were used to obtain an epistemological and fundamental opinion for the interpretation
of the past conditions of the formation of this architecture.

3. Discussion

From a physical point of view, the common feature of all mentioned Mithraeums is that they are
excavated by rock-cut technique. However, not all rock-cut buildings can be considered related to
this ritual. Many of the functional types of this architecture, such as residential houses, have been
formed mostly under the influence of climate conditions and the geographical context for their
construction. However, the few remaining buildings with the ritual function of Rock-cut
architecture have special physical characteristics that cannot be seen in any other use type of this
architecture. The use of elements such as direct and indirect access to water, the use of platforms
for sitting inside the building, specific spatial hierarchy and the location of the main core of the
building at the end of the axis of the building, the presence of the altar element, shallow pools of
water, facing the holy mountain. The use of curved and semi-domed excavations to cover the main
part of the building and the organic or cruciform plan is one of the design elements that can be seen
in the design and construction of these buildings. In contrast, in the functional nature of other Rock-
cut buildings, these elements and the shape of the design do not have much place. Due to a suitable
substrate for digging, Iranian Mithraeums are made with the Rock-cut technique with an organic
digging form or a cruciform plan. While, most European Mithraeums, have a specific geometric
shape and are often close to rectangular with a columned hall and are built with materials such as



Mangeli and Keshavarz (2024) Iranian Civilization Research, 6(1) DOI: 10.22103/J1C.2024.23062.1300

English Extended Abstract

bricks. The Symbolic decorative elements in European Mithraeums in the form of carvings,
paintings, or sculptures have been present in these buildings however these decorative elements
are not visible in Iranian cases. There is an adherence to a biological cycle based on astronomical
knowledge and calendar events corresponding to this ritual, such as seasonal migrations in the
summer and winter solstice and the spring equinox which can be proof of the importance of these
times for the people who built these buildings. In this cultural livelihood cycle, the rituals of grape
harvest, its processing and storage, and the tools used for processing are also important which is
proof of the role of wine as a sacred drink in this ritual and its production in the culture and life of
the people of this place. Religious and cultural aspects such as the sanctity of animals such as white
roosters, crows, dogs, and snakes and plants such as cypress trees, the importance and place of the
sunrise, the oath to the mountain, the place and sanctity of fire and hearth, water, spring, and sun
are also other examples of connection. There is a similarity between the Mehr ritual and the culture
of the people living in Rock-cut complexes.

4. Conclusion

This architecture is the result of an attitude that considers living in mountains and rocks sacred. In
the cultural history of Iran, no religion or culture believes in the meaning of the mountain and its
connection with the beliefs of this culture as much as the Mehr religion. Conceptual foundations
of the Mehr religion should be searched in the livelihood system, norms, customs, and their
relationship with nature. The shepherd’s life, annual sacrifice rituals, type of food, specific time
cycles for changes in the livelihood system, and sanctification of water and fire are cultural
examples in which traces of Mehr culture can be seen. Ritual buildings are the most important
pieces of evidence of the existence of this culture. The formation of these buildings is based solely
on the need for a suitable space to hold the rituals of this culture and it is the most important subject
to study in this field. Rock-cut architecture somehow has the same livelihood and culture as the
rocks and mountains. The early buildings of Mehr worship in Iran were created far away from any
decorations and complex design systems that have fundamental differences in shape and decoration
from similar ones in Asia Minor and Europe, such as buildings known as Mithraeum.
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