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Contemporary human life is deeply intertwined with inherited beliefs and ritual
practices, which have historically shaped the built environment alongside material
needs. In Iran, this interaction has produced a wide range of religious structures,
from ancient temples and fire temples to Islamic mosques, mausoleums, and
smaller-scale institutions such as saghakhanehs. Among these, saghakhanehs hold
special significance due to their modest size and the abundance of symbolic
elements embedded within them. Their proliferation during the Safavid and Qajar
dynasties highlights their role as both functional and symbolic markers in urban
life. This study applies Charles Peirce’s triadic model of semiotics to analyze the
architectural and symbolic features of saghakhanehs. The research was conducted
in two stages: an initial documentary study followed by fieldwork in selected cities
of Iran, including Ardabil, Isfahan, Tehran, and Urmia. Through this approach, the
investigation focused on identifying and interpreting small-scale elements such as
water basins, cups, latticed windows, locks, candles, mirrors, and inscriptions. The
findings indicate that saghakhanehs today are valued more for their physical form
than for their cultural and social functions, which historically involved water
distribution, communal gathering, and ritual remembrance. While their practical
role has diminished with modern infrastructure, their semiotic and symbolic
dimensions remain significant. By understanding saghakhanehs as layered cultural
texts rather than mere physical relics, this research highlights their potential for
cultural revitalization and their continued relevance to urban identity in
contemporary Iranian cities.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Iran, with its millennia-long history, has been a
fertile ground for diverse rituals, belief systems, and
cultural traditions that have continuously shaped its
urban and architectural landscapes. Among the
architectural manifestations of these traditions,
saghakhanehs small water niches or shrines—
occupy a distinctive position. They functioned not
only as utilitarian structures for distributing water
but also as spiritual spaces where rituals of
remembrance, mourning, and communal identity
were enacted. The duality of the saghakhaneh as
both a practical water source and a symbolic site of
religious devotion—offers a rich subject for
semiotic analysis. Water itself has always been a
sacred element in Iranian culture, associated with
purity, vitality, and rebirth. With the rise of Shi‘i
Islam and especially after the tragedy of Karbala,
water acquired an additional sacred dimension: a
reminder of thirst, sacrifice, and the struggle for
justice. Within this context, saghakhanehs
proliferated during the Safavid and Qajar dynasties,
when Shi‘ism was consolidated as the official
religion and the state invested in religious and
communal spaces. They became nodes of urban
life, positioned at crossroads, bazaars, and mosque
entrances, where people would not only drink water
but also light candles, tie votive cloths, and
participate in rituals of remembrance. In the modern
era, however, rapid urbanization, infrastructural
modernization, and changes in everyday life have
gradually eroded the social and cultural functions of
saghakhanehs. Many have been destroyed, altered,
or reduced to decorative relics. Yet, they remain
highly symbolic markers of Iranian urban culture.
This study seeks to analyze saghakhanehs through
the lens of Charles Sanders Peirce’s semiotics,
which emphasizes the triadic relation between icon,
index, and symbol. By applying this framework, the
research investigates whether saghakhanehs should
be understood merely as physical remnants or as
living signs capable of reactivation in contemporary
urban life.

Methodology

The research follows a descriptive—analytical
methodology. The first phase involved a systematic
review of literature on semiotics, particularly
Peirce’s theory of signs, as well as previous
academic works on saghakhanehs. While earlier
studies often focused on the Saghakhaneh School of
modern art or on decorative and iconographic
aspects, few have examined saghakhanehs as

architectural and semiotic entities. This gap
underscores the relevance of the present study. The
second phase consisted of field investigations in
four Iranian cities selected for their historical and
cultural diversity. Ardabil was chosen as the
birthplace of the Safavids and a symbolic center of
Shi‘i identity; Isfahan as the Safavid capital and
showcase of monumental religious architecture;
Tehran as the Qajar capital and locus of urban
transformation; and Urmia as a multi-religious city
where Muslims, Christians, Assyrians, and
Armenians historically coexisted. Within these
cities,  representative  saghakhanehs  were
documented  through  photography,  direct
observation, and interviews with local residents
when possible. Key architectural and ritual
elements—including water basins, cups, latticed
windows, locks, candles, mirrors, inscriptions,
paintings, and decorative objects such as flags or
votive items—were identified. Each was interpreted
through Peirce’s triadic system: icon (resemblance),
index (causal or physical connection), and symbol
(conventional meaning). This approach allowed a
multi-layered reading of saghakhanehs not only as
material artifacts but also as cultural texts embedded
in urban memory.

Results and discussion

The analysis demonstrates that saghakhanehs are
exceptionally rich in semiotic content. Water, the
central element, embodies multiple layers:
iconically it is a visible and tangible liquid;
indexically it leaves traces of moisture, indicating
presence; and symbolically it conveys purity,
rebirth, and the eternal memory of Karbala. The cup
or bowl, once physically attached with chains to the
niche, similarly oscillates between an iconic object
of use and a symbolic reference to generosity,
sacrifice, and the hand of “Abbas ibn ‘Al

The latticed window (panjereh-ye mashbak)
represents a threshold between the sacred interior
and the profane exterior. Iconically, it frames views;
indexically, it allows light and air to pass through;
and symbolically, it conveys openness to divine
grace and human supplication. Locks and keys
attached to the lattice serve not only as practical
devices but as symbols of problems awaiting
resolution, embodying the belief that through
intercession and prayer, life’s “locks” could be
opened. Candles and flames, among the most
persistent  practices, iconically provide light,
indexically leave soot and melted wax, and
symbolically express enlightenment, sacrifice, and
remembrance of the martyrs of Karbala. Mirrors,
too, operate on multiple levels: reflecting the
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viewer’s image iconically, signaling presence
indexically, and symbolizing inner purity, divine
manifestation, and mystical self-knowledge.
Fieldwork showed that many saghakhanehs have
lost their material integrity and ritual vitality. In
numerous cases, water basins and cups are absent
due to modern plumbing systems and hygienic
concerns. What remains is often the practice of
lighting candles, which has reduced saghakhanehs
to small votive shrines. Yet even in this diminished
form, they continue to function as symbolic nodes
within  neighborhoods,  particularly  during
Muharram rituals when collective memory is most
activated.A comparative perspective highlights
similarities and differences with other Islamic
regions. In Turkey, for instance, public fountains
(cesme) often serve parallel functions of water
distribution and religious symbolism, but they
emphasize monumental stone architecture and
Ottoman aesthetics. In Arab contexts such as Iraq or
Egypt, water niches also exist but lack the specific
semiotic connection to Karbala that defines Iranian
saghakhanehs. This uniqueness underscores their
value as cultural heritage and their potential for
contemporary reinterpretation. From Peirce’s
perspective,  saghakhanehs are not static
monuments but dynamic sign systems. Each
element can shift from icon to symbol depending on
context and interpretation. For example, a painted
image of a saint is primarily iconic but may acquire
symbolic meaning through ritual use. Conversely, a
symbolic motif like the panja (hand of ‘Abbas)
gains iconic qualities when visually represented in
relief or sculpture. This fluidity demonstrates the
richness of saghakhanehs as semiotic environments.

Conclusion

been reduced to static physical symbols. Yet,
they retain immense potential for cultural and
social ~ revitalization.  Applying  Peirce’s
semiotics demonstrates that their architectural
elements can still function as icons, indices, and
symbols, generating new meanings and re-
establishing links with contemporary urban life.
Therefore, urban heritage policies should extend
beyond mere preservation of physical forms to
include the revival of symbolic and cultural
dimensions embedded in saghakhanehs.
Strategies such as employing lighting designs
reminiscent of candles, incorporating traditional
latticed motifs, and situating saghakhanehs
within active public spaces could enhance their
visibility ~and  resonance. Furthermore,

reinterpreting their semiotic vocabulary offers
opportunities to reconnect modern communities
with historical rituals, thereby reinforcing
collective memory and neighborhood cohesion.
Ultimately, saghakhanehs should not be viewed
as obsolete relics but as dynamic urban elements
capable of sustaining cultural identity in Iranian
cities. By embracing their semiotic richness,
planners and designers can bridge past and
present, ensuring that these modest yet powerful
structures continue to contribute to the social
vitality and spiritual landscape of urban life in
Iran.
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