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Chaharshanbe Suri: The Ritual of Fire and Hope
in the Tapestry of Iranian History and Culture

Dr. Basir Kamjo
Abstract

Chaharshanbe Suri stands as one of the most venerable Iranian festivities (ancestral to
Tajiks, Persians, and Kurds), observed on the eve of the last Wednesday of the solar
year. This ritual symbolizes the transition from darkness to light, impurity to purity,
sickness to health, and discord to order. This article undertakes a historical,
anthropological, and cultural analysis of the origins, symbols, and transformations of
this tradition. Furthermore, it examines the connection of this celebration to Zoroastrian
concepts, Nowruz, fire, and the cultural resilience of Iranians.

Introduction

The culture of ancient Iran abounds with rituals that vividly portray the relationship
between humanity and nature, time, and ethical concepts such as purity,
righteousness, and joy. Among these, Chaharshanbe Suri is a ceremony that not only
heralds the arrival of Nowruz but also serves as an emblem of historical identity,
cultural cohesion, and the bond between generations. Throughout the history of the
Iranian land, this ceremony has consistently garnered attention and has been defended
and preserved even during periods of religious and political suppression.

I. Historical Antecedents of Chaharshanbe Suri

Chaharshanbe Suri, as a pre-Nowruz observance, boasts a history spanning millennia.
According to historical and narrative evidence, this ritual traces its origins to the pre-
Zoroastrian era and subsequently to the Mazdayasna faith (Boyce, 1979). In this culture,
fire is not merely a natural element but a sacred entity and a symbol of light and truth
(Kreyenbroek, 1996).

Indirect references to pre-Nowruz festivities are also found in Ferdowsi's Shahnameh,
which can be interpreted as a reflection of the continuity of pre-Islamic traditions
(Ferdowsi, Shahnameh).

Il. Symbolism
Fire in Iranian Culture

Fire constitutes the central element of the Chaharshanbe Suri ceremony. In Zoroastrian
belief, fire is one of the four sacred elements (water, earth, wind, fire) and a symbol of



the presence of Ahura Mazda. The act of leaping over fire while reciting the well-known
phrase:

"Zardi-yemanazto,sorkhi-yetoazman" (My yellowness is yours, your redness is mine)

signifies a form of spiritual and physical purification; an allegory for casting away
illness, sorrow, and darkness, and acquiring health, vitality, and energy.

lll. Cultural and Popular Elements of the Celebration

Among the other popular aspects of this celebration is the practice of "Qashoqg-zani"
(spoon-hitting). Young girls, carrying bowls and with veiled faces, go door-to-door,
receiving sweets, nuts, and gifts. This custom symbolizes the wish for abundance and
good fortune in the coming year (Aryanpour, 1385).

Furthermore, the preparation of special dishes, prayers for the deceased, and family
gatherings are other social manifestations of this celebration. Chaharshanbe Suri is not
merely a festivity but a "social act" and a collective rite of passage that strengthens the
bonds between generations.

IV. Chaharshanbe Suri and the Cultural Identity of Iranians

With the advent of Islam in Iran and the dominance of the Abbasid Caliphate, many
ancient rituals, including Nowruz and Chaharshanbe Suri, were marginalized. However,
the people of Iran, particularly Persians, Kurds, Baluchis, and other ethnic groups,
continued to preserve these celebrations (Zaryab-Kho'i, 1372).

Chaharshanbe Suri, as a symbol of cultural resistance, has played an effective role in
maintaining the national identity of Iranians during periods of political crisis. Today, this
celebration is observed throughout the Iranian cultural sphere — from Iran to Tajikistan,
Afghanistan, and even regions of the Caucasus.

Conclusion

Chaharshanbe Suri, transcending a simple celebration, is a ritual deeply intertwined
with the history, philosophy, and culture of Iran. This tradition is not only a vestige of an
ancient heritage but a living socio-cultural phenomenon that is revived each year with
particular fervor and splendor. To observe this celebration is to gaze upon the history,
identity, and enduring beliefs of a people who, for millennia, across the expanse of the
Iranian plateau, have been connected with light, fire, hope, and life.
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