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Chogha Zanbil 
The temple tower of Chogha Zanbil, one of the most impressive monuments in Iran, seen 
from the southeast. In front, the outer wall that surrounded the complex. 
 

 
In this wall were several gates. This is the ruin of the southwestern gate, which was being 
repaired (January 2005). In the background, the temple tower itself. 
 

 
A model of the monument, in the Rijksmuseum van Oudheden in Leiden (Holland). 
 
Another picture of the temple tower, seen from the west. It must be stressed that this building 
is in Khuzestan, ancient Elam. From a geological, climatological, and ethnological point of 
view, we're no longer in Iran, but on the plains of the rivers Euphrates, Tigris, Karkheh, and 
Dez. In other words, we're in Mesopotamia. 
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Culturally, the ancient Elamites were very close to the Babylonians, and this temple tower (or 
ziggurat) is probably not an Iranian architectural form. Instead, it was developed in southern 
Mesopotamia. The most famous ziggurat was in the city of Babylon itself, and was called 
Etemenanki. It was dedicated to the god Marduk and its builders, king Nabopolassar and king 
Nebuchadnezzar, claimed that it reached into heaven. This boast is repeated in the famous 
Biblical story of the "tower of Babel", which is simply the story of a ziggurat. This is the 
terrace in front of the temple tower of Chogha Zanbil in ancient Elam. 
 

 
 
This is the inner wall, which surrounds the paved terrace. Ziggurats were always built by 
kings. In ancient Mesopotamia, there was a conflict between the two great organizations, the 
temple and the palace. By building ziggurats, the king showed that he could perform more 
impressive religious deeds than the priesthood. 
This ziggurat was built by king Untaš-Napiriša (1275-1240). It measures 105x105 meters and 
was probably 52 meters high. This is one of the entrances to the complex, in the southeastern 
part. It was built from tiles, but the outer walls were made of bricks. 
 
An inscription inside the gate, mentioning king Untaš-Napiriša:  

I, Untaš-Napiriša, son of Šutur-Nahhunte, king of Anšan and Susa [...] rebuilt the temple of 
Kiriša, lady of Lyan, my goddess. 
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A part of one of the gates. There were small rooms in the lower level of the ziggurat. In one 
of these was a sanctuary of Inšušinak, the protector of Susa, the capital of Elam. Later, the 
entire building was dedicated to this god. 

 
 
A similar element, not in situ, but in the Archaeological Museum of Tehran.  

On several places, archaeologists found doorknob-like elements. The following four pictures 
are (from left to right) from the museum in Susa, the Tehran Archaeological Museum, the 
Louvre in Paris, and the British Museum in London. 

 

   
 

  
 
The building had five levels and is the best preserved of all ancient ziggurats. There were 
small channels for water. The temple of Inšušinak was on the top of the tower. It was 
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believed that from this point, he could ascend to heaven or come down to earth. This idea is 
also present in the name of the Babylonian temple tower Etemenanki: place of the foundation 
of heaven on earth. 
 
What the structure must have looked like when its decoration and ornaments were still there, 
 is unknown, but perhaps this little model of a tower may help us. It is in the Louvre in Paris. 
 There may have been battlements, sometimes triangle-shaped, on the levels of the ziggurat. 
 

 
The northeastern side of the ziggurat. 

 
Once, the the glazed bricks of the ziggurat were painted in fresh colors.  
On several places, you can still see traces of paint. 
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Chogha Zanbil (2) 
The southwestern part of the terrace. To the left is the surrounding wall, which surrounds a 
paved area of 210x175 meters. The picture, taken in February, also illustrates that Khuzestan 
can be extremely hot. Editing this picture was almost impossible because of the intensity of 
the sun's light. 
The pavement of the terrace itself sometimes shows remarkable details, like this footprint. 
There's no deeper significance - just the foot of one of the people who made the tiles. 
  
To the northwest, there are several minor sanctuaries, built inside the terrace wall. This is the 
temple of Išnikarab, the goddess of oaths. 
This was probably a repository for the statues of the gods and goddesses. Alternatively, it was 
a kitchen. The theory that it was a stable has also been proposed, but the room appears to be 
too narrow. 
 

    
 
 
Although the river Dez is close by, it is also substantially lower. The water surface at Chogha 
Zanbil is 60 meters below ground level. Therefore, king Untaš-Napiriša ordered the 
construction of a 45 kilometers long channel, to get water from the Karkheh. It passed along 
Haft Tepe. This is one of the smaller aqueducts that brings water to the temples. 
 
The water of the river Karkheh was not among the most healthy, so it was necessary to clean 
it before it could be used at the shrine. This picture shows the installation in which the water 
was refined. It was led through several basins; this picture shows the first and largest. 
 
Another basin, connected with the one above. The refinery is the oldest one in the world. It is 
situated about 500 meters from the sanctuary. 
 
Back to the ziggurat itself again. A sundial on the northwestern terrace. The city surrounding 
the ziggurat was destroyed by the Assyrian king Aššurbanipal in 646. 
 
A final look at the ziggurat. It is easy to imagine that it once looked as if it reached to heaven, 
and in Antiquity, it was even easier, because the building, now 25 meters high, once 
measured 52 meters. Near the ziggurat was the Royal Road from Susa to Persis. Among the 
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travelers who passed the ziggurat and crossed the river Dez at Chogha Zanbil must have been 
people like Cyrus the Great, Darius I the Great, and Alexander the Great. There are many 
sources about these men, and it comes as a surprise that the building is not mentioned at all. 
Perhaps, Aššurbanipal destroyed the tower, or perhaps it fell apart when no Elamite was left 
to take care. 
 

   
 
 

  
 

source: 

http://www.livius.org/a/iran/chogha_zanbil/cz.html 

http://www.livius.org/a/iran/chogha_zanbil/cz2.html 

 


