The Faravahar: An Iconographic and
Cultural Biography of a Persian Symbol

Introduction

The Faravahar, a figure of a bearded man emerging from a winged disk, stands as one of the
most potent and recognizable symbols associated with Iran and Zoroastrianism.' To the
modern observer, it is an emblem of faith, a marker of national pride, and a ubiquitous motif in
art and personal adornment. Yet, the symbol's contemporary significance is the culmination of
a long, complex, and often discontinuous history. This report presents a comprehensive
biography of the Faravahar, tracing its journey from a generic emblem of divine royalty in the
ancient Near East to its modern, dual role as a specific marker of Zoroastrian faith and a
broader secular emblem of Iranian national identity. The central thesis of this analysis is that
the Faravahar's meaning is not static or singular; rather, it has been continuously
reinterpreted, contested, and reinvented throughout its history. Its ancient function as an icon
of Achaemenid imperial power bears little resemblance to its modern interpretation as a guide
to personal ethics. After vanishing from Iranian visual culture for over two millennia, its revival
in the early 20th century was inextricably linked to the rise of modern Iranian nationalism,
which sought to construct a national identity rooted in a glorious, pre-Islamic past.' This
report will deconstruct the symbol’s etymological and conceptual underpinnings, trace its
iconographic lineage from Egypt and Assyria, critically examine the scholarly debates
surrounding its meaning in the Achaemenid Empire, and analyze its long historical absence.
Finally, it will explore the forces behind its 20th-century revival and its multifaceted role in
contemporary Iranian, Zoroastrian, and diasporic identity, revealing how an ancient political
emblem was transformed into a powerful, living symbol of faith, heritage, and cultural
consciousness.

Section 1: Etymological and Conceptual Foundations:
Fravashi, Khvarenah, and the Soul

A precise understanding of the Faravahar symbol requires a careful deconstruction of the
complex terminology that surrounds it, as much of the modern confusion stems from the
conflation of distinct ancient concepts with the visual icon. The very name "Faravahar," as
applied to the winged disk, is a modern convention, not an ancient designation for the image



itself. To establish analytical clarity, it is essential to distinguish between the etymology of the
word, the distinct Zoroastrian spiritual concepts it is now associated with, and the historical
symbol.

The Etymology of "Faravahar”

The New Persian word Faravahar (= _%) is the final stage of a long linguistic evolution. Its
origins lie in the Avestan language, the sacred language of Zoroastrianism, with the term
frava$i (3.(00000000 This term is believed to derive from an Old Persian root,

*fravarti-.2 Over centuries, the word transformed into Middle Persian (Pahlavi), appearing in
forms such as

plw’hl (pronounced frawahr), frohar, and fraward.? From these Middle Persian forms, the
modern Persian

Faravahar emerged.

Scholarly analysis of the word's deeper etymological roots has yielded several interpretations.
The prominent British Iranologist Harold Walter Bailey traced the word to the ancient Iranian
roots var- (meaning "to cover" or "to protect") and fra- ("to repel" or "push back"), suggesting
a fundamental meaning of "protective heroism".° This etymology aligns with one of the
primary functions of the spiritual entity it describes. An alternative interpretation dissects the
word into

Farrah ("ahead" or "forward") and Vahr ("to win" or "to bear"), yielding a translation like "the
advancing essence of body and mind".® A third, more popular etymology, though likely a
modern theological association rather than a strict linguistic derivation, connects the word to
the Avestan term

fravarane, which means "l choose".® This interpretation powerfully links the concept to the
core Zoroastrian doctrine of free will and the individual's conscious choice to follow the path
of good over evil. While theologically resonant, this connection is a modern reinterpretation
that imbues the term with an ethical dimension central to its contemporary understanding.

Disambiguating Key Zoroastrian Concepts

The modern popular understanding of the Faravahar symbol conflates the visual image with at
least two distinct, though related, spiritual concepts from Zoroastrian theology: the Fravashi
and the Khvarenah.

Fravashi (<s_%)

The Fravashi is one of the most distinctive concepts in Zoroastrianism. It is understood as a
pre-existent, immortal guardian spirit or higher self that is a divine emanation from the
supreme being, Ahura Mazda.6 According to Zoroastrian belief, the

Fravashi exists before an individual's birth, descends into the material world to guide the soul
(urvan) throughout life, and is ultimately reunited with the righteous soul after death.® Itis a



spiritual component of all creation—not just humans, but also animals, plants, and even Ahura
Mazda himself—and acts as an incorruptible divine guide and protector.” The

Fravashi encourages the soul to choose righteousness (asha) over falsehood (druj).”® This
concept of a personal divine guardian is the primary meaning associated with the Faravahar
symbol in modern Zoroastrianism. However, a critical point of scholarly contention arises from
the fact that in the Avestan texts, the word

fravasi is grammatically feminine.® This presents a direct iconographic contradiction to the
distinctly masculine, bearded figure depicted in the symbol, an inconsistency that challenges
the historical accuracy of this identification.

Khvarenah (-, 53) / Farr (0%)

Khvarenah (Avestan), or its New Persian equivalent Farr, is another profound spiritual concept,
often translated as "divine glory," "God-given fortune," or "splendor".10 It represents a
charismatic aura of divine grace and legitimacy, particularly associated with kingship.3 This
concept is also known as

Farre Kiyani (S 33), the "Kayanian Glory," linking it to the legendary Kayanian dynasty of
Iranian mythology.’

Khvarenah is conceived as a luminous, fiery, and mobile force that bestows authority and
success upon a worthy individual, especially a ruler. Crucially, it is not a permanent
possession; it is said to abandon any king who strays from the path of truth and
righteousness, as famously described in the myth of King Jamshid (Yima), from whom the
Khvarenah flew away in the form of a bird when he became prideful and deceitful.” This
bird-like mobility and its direct connection to royal legitimacy make

Khvarenah a strong candidate for what the Achaemenid symbol was originally intended to
represent.

To fully contextualize these concepts, it is useful to understand the ancient Persian model of
the human being, which was believed to consist of five components: the physical body (tan),
the life-force (ahu), the soul (urvan), the conscience (daena), and the guardian spirit
(fravashi).® The

Fravashi was thus one part of a complex spiritual anatomy, a divine guide working in concert
with the soul and conscience.

The application of the name "Faravahar" to the winged disk symbol is, in fact, a relatively
recent development. Before the 20th century, the image was simply regarded as an ancient
architectural motif from the Achaemenid period. The re-christening of the symbol was largely
initiated by the Parsi scholar Jamshedji Maneckji Unvala in articles published in 1925 and 1930,
in which he identified the figure with the Fravashi. This act of naming was a pivotal moment,
transforming the symbol from a historical artifact into a living emblem of faith. Prominent
Iranian archaeologist Alireza Shapour Shahbazi later argued that the correct term for the
symbol, based on its Achaemenid context, is

Farr-e Kiyani (Royal Glory), and that "Faravahar" is an erroneous but now universally common
misnomer.” This modern naming process created a new, composite meaning by merging an
ancient royal symbol with ancient spiritual concepts, resulting in a potent emblem for
contemporary identity that is far richer and more personal than its original, narrower political



meaning.

Section 2: The Iconographic Lineage: From Egyptian
Sun to Assyrian God-King

The Faravahar was not an Iranian invention. Its visual form was the result of a long evolution of
a powerful symbol that traversed multiple cultures of the ancient Near East for millennia. The
Achaemenid Persians adopted and adapted a well-established visual language of imperial and
divine power, rather than creating an emblem ex nihilo. Tracing this iconographic lineage is
essential to understanding the symbol's original context and meaning.

The Egyptian Winged Sun: A Symbol of Divine Royalty

The earliest recognizable ancestor of the Faravahar is the winged sun disk, a symbol attested
in Old Kingdom Egypt as early as the 26th century BCE." In its Egyptian context, the symbol
was known as the

Behdety and represented the sky-god Horus of Edfu, who was later syncretized with the sun
god as Ra-Horakhty." Its primary function was to signify divine protection over the Pharaoh.
The image was often depicted hovering above the king, frequently flanked by two

uraei—the stylized, upright form of an Egyptian cobra—which were symbols of sovereignty,
royalty, and divine authority.” This earliest form established the core, foundational meaning of
the winged disk as an emblem of divinely sanctioned kingship, a concept that would persist as
the symbol migrated across the ancient world.

Mesopotamian and Anatolian Adaptations

From Egypt, the winged sun motif traveled eastward, appearing in Mesopotamia around 2000
BCE." It was adopted by a variety of cultures, including the Hittites in Anatolia and the Mitanni
in Syria, invariably in contexts associated with royalty and divinity." In Assyrian reliefs, the
simple winged disk, without a human figure, was used to symbolize both royalty in a general
sense and the sun-god Shamash specifically.® This widespread adoption demonstrates that
by the time the Persian Empire rose to prominence, the winged disk was already an
internationally recognized symbol of supreme power.

The Assyrian Prototype: The Symbol of Ashur

The most critical evolutionary step toward the Persian Faravahar occurred in Neo-Assyrian



iconography, beginning around the 9th century BCE. Assyrian artists took the existing winged
sun disk and added a human bust within the central circle.! This new, composite symbol was
created to represent Ashur, the national god of the Assyrian Empire.® In these depictions,
Ashur is often portrayed as a kingly, bearded figure, sometimes as a warrior holding a bow,
emerging from the winged disk.” This Assyrian form—combining the ancient winged disk with
a human figure representing a divine or royally-sanctioned entity—is the direct and
unmistakable iconographic precursor to the symbol later used by the Achaemenid kings." The
Persians, upon inheriting the mantle of Near Eastern imperial power from the Assyrians and
Babylonians, adopted this potent symbol of divine mandate and adapted it to their own
ideological needs.

The symbol's origins thus lie in a shared visual vocabulary of imperial power that transcended
ethnic or national boundaries in the ancient Near East. The Achaemenid adoption of the motif
was not an expression of a unique "Aryan" or "Persian" cultural identity, but rather a strategic
act of political communication. By appropriating and modifying the established symbol of the
Assyrian god-king, the Achaemenid rulers were making a powerful visual statement to their
multicultural subjects: the divine mandate to rule the world, previously held by the kings of
Assyria, now rested with the King of Persia. It was a symbol of continuity in the concept of
absolute, divinely-backed monarchy.

Table 1: Comparative Iconography of Ancient Near Eastern Winged
Symbols

Symbol Origin / Period Key Features Associated Meaning /
Deity
Egyptian Winged Sun [Old Kingdom Egypt (c. Winged solar disk, Represents the god
2600 BCE) often flanked by two  |Horus or Ra; divine
cobras (uraei). protection of the
Pharaoh.
Assyrian Winged Disk|Neo-Assyrian Empire  [Simple winged disk Represents the sun
(c. 900 BCE) without a human god Shamash; symbol
figure. of royalty.
Assyrian Symbol of [Neo-Assyrian Empire |Winged disk with a Represents the
Ashur (c. 900 BCE) human (male, bearded)|Assyrian national god
bust, often holdinga  |Ashur; divine
bow. protection of the
Assyrian king.
Achaemenid Achaemenid Empire (c.|Winged disk with a Represents Royal Glory
Faravahar 520 BCE) human (male, bearded, |[(Khvarenah); divine
robed) figure, holding [mandate of the Persian
@ ring and gesturing.  [king.




Section 3: The Achaemenid Synthesis: An Emblem of
Imperial Glory

During the Achaemenid Empire (c. 550-330 BCE), the adapted Assyrian symbol found its
most famous expression, becoming a fixture of Persian imperial art. Its specific meaning in
this context has been the subject of intense scholarly debate for over a century. While modern
interpretations have imbued it with deep religious and ethical significance, its original
Achaemenid function appears to have been far more specific, serving as a powerful emblem
of the king's divinely granted authority.

Context and Prominence in Achaemenid Art

The Faravahar motif appears exclusively in royal Achaemenid contexts. It is most prominently
displayed on major imperial monuments, such as the monumental rock relief of Darius the
Great at Behistun, the cliff-face tombs of the Achaemenid kings at Nagsh-e Rostam, and
throughout the ceremonial capital of Persepolis.' In these reliefs, the symbol is consistently
positioned above the figure of the reigning monarch, often in scenes of investiture or worship,
visually reinforcing its direct association with the king and his power.” Its use also extended to
some coin mints of the

frataraka (local dynasts) of Persis in the immediate post-Achaemenid period, demonstrating
its continued association with regional authority.! The symbol's strict confinement to imperial
settings is a crucial piece of evidence, suggesting its primary role was political and ideological
rather than broadly religious.

The Great Scholarly Debate: Deciphering the Achaemenid Meaning

The identity of the figure in the winged disk has been fiercely debated, with three major
theories dominating the scholarship.

Theory 1: A Representation of Ahura Mazda

This was one of the earliest theories, popular among 19th-century Western scholars such as
Austen Henry Layard, who, upon discovering similar motifs in Assyria, surmised that the
Persian version must likewise represent the supreme deity, Ahura Mazda.13 This interpretation,
while once common, is now almost universally rejected by modern scholars.1 The primary
counterargument is the well-documented aniconic (non-iconic) nature of early
Zoroastrianism. The Greek historian Herodotus, a contemporary of the Achaemenid Empire,
explicitly stated that the Persians "have no images of the gods, no temples and no altars—and



consider their use a sign of folly".13 It is highly unlikely that the Persians would have so
prominently displayed a symbol of their supreme god in direct contradiction to this
fundamental religious principle. Furthermore, iconographic details undermine this theory. The
figure in the disk often wears a Persian-style robe and a crown identical to that of the king
depicted below him, and at times mimics the king's own gestures.13 It is wholly improbable
that the transcendent, uncreated supreme being would be depicted in the specific, mortal
garb of the king. Finally, in some reliefs, the figure raises a hand in a gesture of worship, an act
that would be nonsensical if the figure were God himself.7

Theory 2: A Representation of the Fravashi

This interpretation, which posits that the symbol represents the king's personal Fravashi or
guardian spirit, is the most widely held belief among modern Zoroastrians and the general
public.10 It was first systematically proposed in the 1920s by the Parsi scholar J.M. Unvala and
gained immense popularity due to its resonance with Zoroastrian theology.1 The theory draws
support from Zoroastrian texts, such as the Avesta, which figuratively describe the

fravashi in bird-like terms, making a winged symbol a plausible visual representation.™
However, this interpretation faces a significant scholarly objection, most notably articulated by
the eminent Iranologist Mary Boyce. She pointed out that the

fravashi are consistently described as female entities in Zoroastrian scripture, whereas the
figure in the winged disk is invariably a bearded male.® This fundamental gender inconsistency
makes the direct identification of the Achaemenid symbol with the

Fravashi problematic from a historical and textual standpoint.

Theory 3: A Representation of Khvarenah (Royal Glory)

This is the theory that holds the widest consensus in modern academia, championed by
influential scholars such as Irach J.S. Taraporewala, A. Shapur Shahbazi, and Mary Boyce.1
This interpretation posits that the symbol represents the

Khvarenah or Farr—the divine glory and God-given fortune that legitimizes a king's rule. This
theory elegantly resolves the issues presented by the other two. The concept of Khvarenah as
a divine, bird-like aura of power perfectly fits the symbol's exclusive royal context and its
winged form.” The ring held by the figure is interpreted not as a modern "ring of covenant,"
but as the royal diadem or circlet, a potent symbol of kingship that is handed to the new
monarch by a divine being in later Sassanian investiture art."” As a representation of the king's
divine mandate, its masculine, robed, and crowned appearance is entirely appropriate. It is not
God himself, thus avoiding the aniconism problem, and its kingly form is consistent with its
function as the embodiment of royal glory.

In its Achaemenid context, therefore, the Faravahar was primarily an instrument of political
iconography, not a symbol of religious doctrine intended for the general populace. Its purpose
was to visually legitimize the king's absolute authority over a vast and diverse empire. It was a
piece of sophisticated state propaganda, communicating to all subjects that the Persian king's
power was not merely the result of military conquest but was a divine mandate, a celestial
glory bestowed upon him, making his rule part of the cosmic order. Its meaning was
hierarchical and political, not personal or ethical in the way it is understood today.



Section 4: The Long Interregnum: Disappearance from
Parthian and Sassanian Art

One of the most compelling and often overlooked facts in the history of the Faravahar is its
complete and total absence from mainstream Iranian art and architecture for over two
thousand years following the collapse of the Achaemenid Empire. This long historical hiatus is
a critical piece of evidence that fundamentally challenges the popular narrative of the
Faravahar as a timeless and continuous symbol of Zoroastrianism and Iranian identity.

Absence in Parthian and Sassanian Iconography

Following Alexander the Great's conquest of Persia, the Faravahar motif vanished from the
visual record. The subsequent Iranian dynasties, the Parthians (c. 247 BCE - 224 CE) and the
Sassanians (224-651 CE), did not use the symbol in their extensive royal and religious
iconography.’ This disappearance is particularly striking in the case of the Sassanian Empire.
The Sassanians established a highly centralized state with Zoroastrianism as the official state
religion, and they produced a vast corpus of imperial art, including monumental rock reliefs,
coinage, and silverware, all designed to project their power and piety.”

Sassanian royal iconography focused on different motifs to convey divine legitimacy. The most
common was the investiture scene, carved into rock faces at sites like Nagsh-e Rostam, where
a Sassanian king is shown receiving the diadem of kingship directly from a divine figure, either
Ahura Mazda himself or the goddess Anahita."” This was a more direct and personal claim of
divine favor than the abstract representation of royal glory used by the Achaemenids. While
the Sassanians did use winged motifs, such as wings adorning crowns to symbolize victory,
they never employed the specific Achaemenid composition of a human figure within a winged
disk."” The primary religious symbol that became prominent during the Sassanian period and
is considered by many to be the true emblem of the Zoroastrian faith was the fire altar, often
depicted on the reverse of their coins.’

Despite some modern, non-academic sources erroneously claiming the symbol's use in the
Sassanian period %, the scholarly consensus and the entirety of the archaeological record
confirm its absence.! The symbol was an exclusively Achaemenid royal emblem that fell out of
use with the dynasty that created it.

Potential Reasons for the Disappearance

Several factors likely contributed to the symbol's abandonment:
e Shift in Royal Ideology and Iconography: Successive dynasties naturally sought to
establish their own unique visual identities to differentiate themselves from their



predecessors and legitimize their own rule. The Parthians and Sassanians developed
new artistic styles and symbolic vocabularies to articulate their claims to power.

e Association with a Defeated Dynasty: The Faravahar was inextricably linked to the
Achaemenid dynasty, which had been decisively conquered by a foreign power.
Subsequent Iranian rulers may have deliberately avoided a symbol associated with such
a catastrophic defeat to forge a new narrative of Iranian resurgence.

e Evolution of Religious Symbolism: As Zoroastrian theology and ritual practice were
further developed and institutionalized, particularly under the Sassanians, the fire altar
emerged as a more potent and universally applicable symbol of the faith itself, distinct
from the political fortunes of any single dynasty. The fire, as the central element of
Zoroastrian worship representing purity and the presence of Ahura Mazda, was a more
fitting religious emblem than a symbol of monarchical glory.

The Sassanian anomaly provides the most definitive proof of the Faravahar's original,
context-specific meaning. The Sassanian era represented the apex of Zoroastrianism as an
organized, imperial religion. If the Faravahar had been a central, universal symbol of the faith,
its use should have been most prominent during this period. Its complete absence
demonstrates that its meaning was not intrinsically tied to the core tenets of Zoroastrianism in
the same way as the fire altar. Its identity was political and dynastic. The symbol's modern
adoption as a primary emblem of the Zoroastrian religion is therefore a re-appropriation of a
long-dormant historical artifact, not the continuation of an unbroken ancient tradition. This
two-thousand-year gap is the critical flaw in the popular narrative of the symbol's history.

Section 5: The Twentieth-Century Revival: Nationalism
and Re-appropriation

After more than two millennia of obscurity, the Faravahar was resurrected in the early 20th
century, transformed from a forgotten archaeological relic into one of the most powerful
symbols of modern Iranian identity. This revival was not a simple rediscovery but a complex
process of scholarly reinterpretation and political re-appropriation, driven by the twin forces
of burgeoning archaeological interest and the rise of secular nationalism in Iran.

The Role of Parsi Scholarship

The symbol's re-emergence began not in Iran, but within the Parsi Zoroastrian community of
India.! Parsi scholars, deeply engaged with their ancient heritage, took a keen interest in the
archaeological discoveries being made at Achaemenid sites in Iran. It was their research that
reintroduced the symbol to the modern world and initiated the debate over its meaning.’

In articles published in 1925 and 1930, the Parsi scholar Jamshedji Maneckji Unvala was
instrumental in this revival. He was the first to widely propose that the winged figure should be



identified with the Zoroastrian concept of the Fravashi, or guardian spirit.! This interpretation,
though challenged by other academics, proved immensely appealing. It gave the ancient
image a profound spiritual meaning that resonated with modern Zoroastrians. Shortly after, in
1928, another prominent Parsi scholar, Irach J.S. Taraporewala, offered a competing theory,
arguing that the symbol represented

Khvarenah, or royal glory.! This scholarly dialogue, conducted in the crucible of renewed
interest in ancient Persia, plucked the Faravahar from the pages of archaeological reports and
placed it at the center of a new discourse on Zoroastrian and Iranian identity.

Adoption by the Pahlavi Dynasty

The intellectual revival of the Faravahar coincided with a momentous political shift in Iran: the
rise of the Pahlavi dynasty in 1925. Reza Shah and his successor, Mohammad Reza Shah,
embarked on an ambitious state-led project of modernization and nation-building. A central
pillar of this project was the promotion of a secular, nationalist ideology rooted in Iran's
glorious pre-Islamic past, particularly the Achaemenid and Sassanian empires.?® This "Aryan"
nationalism was intended to create a unifying modern identity that could transcend ethnic and
religious divisions and diminish the political influence of the Shia clergy.®

The Faravahar was a perfect emblem for this new state ideology. It was visually majestic,
authentically ancient, and distinctly pre-Islamic. The Pahlavi state officially adapted the
symbol to represent the Iranian nation itself." Its image began to appear widely in official and
public contexts. It was carved onto the Tomb of Ferdowsi (built in the early 1930s), the great
poet who preserved Iran's pre-Islamic epics; it was incorporated into the architecture of new
state buildings like the headquarters of Bank Melli Iran and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs; and
it was visually referenced in the design of the imperial Sun Throne." This widespread and
deliberate state promotion was instrumental in cementing the Faravahar's status as a national
symbol in the public consciousness, transforming it from a subject of scholarly debate into an
icon of the modern Iranian nation-state.

The Modern Allegorical Interpretation

It was during this period of national and religious revival that the now-famous allegorical
interpretation of the symbol's individual components was developed and popularized. This
detailed moral and ethical code, while having no historical basis in Achaemenid sources,
provided an accessible and deeply meaningful framework that allowed the ancient symbol to
function as a guide for modern life.® This interpretation, widely disseminated in Zoroastrian
and nationalist literature, breaks the symbol down as follows:

e The Aged Man: The figure's elderly appearance symbolizes wisdom, experience, and

the importance of heeding the counsel of the wise.®
e The Upraised Hand: The right hand, pointing upwards, signifies the need to strive for



progress and to worship the one God, Ahura Mazda.**

e The Ring in Hand: The ring held in the left hand is interpreted as a ring of covenant,
representing loyalty, faithfulness, and the importance of keeping one's promises.®*
Some popular traditions even claim the modern practice of exchanging wedding rings
derives from this element.?

e The Central Circle: The large ring at the figure's waist symbolizes the immortality of
the soul and the eternal, cyclical nature of the universe and of cause and effect—that
one's actions will ultimately return to oneself.?

e The Wings: The two large wings, each composed of three main layers of feathers, are
said to represent the cornerstone of Zoroastrian ethics: Humata, Hukhta,
Hvarshta—Good Thoughts, Good Words, and Good Deeds. These are the principles that
allow the soul to advance and soar spiritually.

e The Tail: The lower part, or tail, is also depicted with three layers of feathers. These
represent the negative triad that must be overcome and left behind: Bad Thoughts, Bad
Words, and Bad Deeds.?

e The Two Streamers: The two streamers or loops extending from the central circle
represent the fundamental Zoroastrian concept of dualism. They symbolize Spenta
Mainyu (the Good or Progressive Spirit) and Angra Mainyu (the Evil or Destructive
Spirit). The human figure faces towards the good, turning his back on evil, representing
the constant moral choice that every individual must make in life."

The Pahlavi dynasty's use of the Faravahar was a deliberate political strategy. By elevating a
symbol rooted in a revered, pre-Islamic past, the state sought to forge a modern, secular
national identity that could stand as a powerful alternative to the identity offered by Shia
Islam. The Faravahar became a visual shorthand for this state-sponsored "Iranianism," a link
to an ancient heritage that predated and transcended the religious divisions of the modern
era.

Section 6: The Contemporary Faravahar: A
Multifaceted Emblem of Modern Identity

In the contemporary world, the Faravahar has completed its transformation from an ancient
imperial emblem to a deeply personal and multifaceted symbol. Its meaning is no longer
singular but operates on multiple, often overlapping, levels: as a sacred emblem of the
Zoroastrian faith, a secular icon of Iranian national identity, a political statement of cultural
resistance, and a cherished link to heritage for the global Iranian diaspora.

A Primary Symbol of Modern Zoroastrianism

Despite its complex history and the academic consensus that it originally represented royal



glory, the Faravahar has been unequivocally embraced by the global Zoroastrian community
as a primary symbol of their faith.! For modern Zoroastrians, the 20th-century interpretation
of the symbol as a representation of the

Fravashi (guardian spirit) and a visual guide to the faith's core ethical principles is
paramount.? It adorns the facades of fire temples, most famously in Yazd, Iran, is printed on
religious literature, and is worn by believers as a personal expression of their spiritual identity
and commitment to the path of

Asha (truth and righteousness)."™ In this context, the allegorical meaning of "Good Thoughts,
Good Words, Good Deeds" is not a historical footnote but the living heart of the symbol's
significance, serving as a daily reminder of the moral and ethical framework of the religion.?

A Secular Icon of Iranian National Identity

Simultaneously, the Faravahar has transcended its religious context to become a powerful
secular and cultural icon for Iranians of all backgrounds, including Muslims, Christians, Jews,
and the non-religious.' It is arguably the most popular national symbol of Iran, widely used to
express pride in the nation's millennia-old history and rich cultural heritage.® In this secular
usage, the symbol often serves as a direct link to the pre-Islamic glory of the Persian Empire,
evoking the legacies of figures like Cyrus the Great and Darius the Great and a time of
perceived national strength and influence. It has become a visual shorthand for
“Iranian-ness" itself, a heritage that predates the current political and religious establishment.

Post-Revolutionary Status in Iran

The symbol's status in the post-1979 Islamic Republic of Iran is unique and has significantly
contributed to its modern power. Following the Islamic Revolution, the new government
sought to purge society of symbols associated with the previous Pahlavi monarchy and
pre-Islamic heritage. The most notable victim of this policy was the Lion and Sun emblem, the
centerpiece of the former national flag, which was officially banned from public display.® The
Faravahar, however, escaped this fate. While not officially promoted, it was not systematically
removed and has remained a tolerated, albeit unofficial, national symbol within Iran.® This
unique, liminal status has allowed it to flourish as a "safe" yet potent way for Iranians to
express a national identity distinct from the state-sanctioned religious one.

The Faravahar in the Diaspora

For the large and influential Iranian diaspora, the Faravahar has taken on an even deeper layer
of significance." For many who live outside Iran, the symbol is a powerful and tangible



connection to their homeland and heritage. It often represents an idealized Iran—the Iran of
ancient history, of poetry, and of a rich cultural past—in contrast to the political realities of the
present-day Islamic Republic.** It functions as a unifying emblem for a diverse diaspora
community, representing a shared cultural inheritance that transcends individual political
affiliations or religious beliefs. In this context, the Faravahar is not just a symbol of where one
comes from, but also a statement about the kind of Iranian identity one chooses to uphold.

Manifestations in Popular Culture

The Faravahar is ubiquitous in modern Iranian popular culture, both inside and outside the
country. It is a dominant motif in jewelry, with Faravahar pendants and bracelets being among
the most commonly worn pieces by Iranians.®® It is also a popular choice for tattoos,
decorative arts, graphic design for cultural events, and branding for businesses seeking to
evoke a sense of Persian heritage.*® This widespread commercialization and popularization
have further cemented its status as a global cultural icon, making it instantly recognizable as a
symbol of Iran.

In the post-revolutionary era, the Faravahar has come to function as a quiet but clear symbol
of an alternative Iranian identity. While the official identity of the Islamic Republic is rooted in
Shia Islam, the Faravahar visually and immediately evokes Iran's pre-Islamic, Zoroastrian past.
Unlike the banned Lion and Sun, which is an overtly political and oppositional symbol often
associated with monarchist movements, the Faravahar occupies a more subtle space.
Displaying it is not necessarily an act of political rebellion, but it is an intentional act of cultural
affirmation. For many Iranians, particularly those in the diaspora, wearing or displaying the
Faravahar is a way to assert their "Iranian-ness" on their own terms, celebrating a national
heritage that is ancient, pluralistic, and distinct from the identity promoted by the current
state. It is a subtle but powerful statement of cultural and historical allegiance.

Conclusion

The Faravahar's remarkable journey through four and a half millennia is a testament to the
dynamic and fluid nature of symbols. Its biography is a story of transformation, appropriation,
and reinvention. Born in the theological landscape of ancient Egypt as a winged sun disk, it
was adopted and adapted across the Near East, becoming an international emblem of divinely
sanctioned monarchy. The Assyrians gave it a human face, and the Achaemenid Persians
perfected it as the ultimate icon of their imperial glory—the Khvarenah—a political tool
designed to legitimize the rule of the King of Kings.

With the fall of that empire, the symbol vanished, lying dormant in stone reliefs for over two
thousand years, a silent witness to the rise and fall of subsequent Iranian dynasties who
developed their own distinct iconographies of power. Its complete absence during the
Parthian and, most critically, the highly Zoroastrian Sassanian periods, serves as definitive



evidence that its original meaning was dynastic and political, not universally religious.

The symbol's spectacular revival in the 20th century was a product of a new era. Fueled by
the discoveries of archaeology and the ideological needs of modern Iranian nationalism, the
Faravahar was resurrected. Parsi scholars gave it a new name and a new spiritual meaning,
associating it with the Fravashi, the human guardian spirit. The Pahlavi dynasty adopted it as a
secular emblem of the nation, a link to a pre-Islamic "Aryan" past that could unify a
modernizing state. In this process, a rich and detailed ethical allegory was mapped onto its
ancient form, imbuing it with the Zoroastrian principles of Good Thoughts, Good Words, and
Good Deeds.

Today, the Faravahar lives a vibrant and multifaceted life. It is a sacred emblem for
Zoroastrians, a secular national symbol for Iranians of all faiths, and a powerful badge of
identity for the global diaspora. It serves as a quiet expression of an alternative Iranian
identity, one rooted in ancient history and cultural pride, standing in nuanced contrast to the
official identity of the Islamic Republic. The story of the Faravahar is thus a microcosm of
Iran's own complex history of cultural exchange, political upheaval, and the enduring quest for
a national identity that honors its ancient past while navigating the realities of its present. Its
power lies not in a single, static, historical truth, but in its profound capacity to be endlessly
reinterpreted, reflecting the deepest aspirations of the people who claim it as their own.
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