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The Transformation of the Minaret in Mosque
Architecture: Historical Analysis of Morphological
Fluidity and Symbolic Roles in Cold-Climate Contexts—
A Comparative Study of Zanjan and Hamedan

Abstract

The study traces why and how the minaret changed from an
apparatus for the adhan into a multilayered sign with religious,
urban, and political valences. It asks whether the minaret is
intrinsic to the mosque or a historical, cultural and climatic
construct. The hypothesis holds that political authority, aesthetic
taste, construction technology, and climate shape this evolution;
thus, the absence of minarets in many cold-climate local mosques
reflects functional-economic choices supported by sufficient
urban legibility, rather than a deviation from an original model.
The method combined a historical-analytical approach with
comparative typology and field documentation in Zanjan and
Hamedan, and the study examined each case in terms of
placement, structure, materials, access, functional and symbolic
roles, and urban legibility. The results indicate the consolidation
of the minaret as an urban emblem from the late Umayyad to early
Abbasid period; typologies progress from solitary towers to
paired shafts flanking the pishtag/iwan, and to minimalist re-
readings in contemporary design. In both cities, Qajar- and later-
period neighborhood mosques often lack minarets or retain only
token markers, whereas city-defining monuments maintain them
as urban signs. The paper proposes a decision framework that
weighs climate, politics, and technology to judge when to
preserve, reduce, or omit minarets in design and conservation.

Keywords: Minaret; Islamic mosque architecture; comparative
typology; cold climate; urban legibility; Zanjan; Hamedan.

Introduction



The paper examines how closely the minaret aligns with the
mosque’s core identity and identifies contexts in which it operates
as an optional, situational element. Zanjan and Hamedan provide
a strong test bed: cold winters, masonry craft traditions, and dense
street fabrics require careful calibration between skyline marking
and structural safety. Minarets shape visual hierarchies, yet tall
masonry shafts impose maintenance burdens and seismic
vulnerability. By connecting historical meanings, construction
practices, and urban optics, the study offers a clear lens for
heritage policy and contemporary design. The corpus spans the
Qajar period through the twentieth century and into the present,
ensuring temporal breadth without sacrificing typological
specificity.
Method
The research uses history, type comparison, and field observation.
The historical part looks at how sponsors, rituals, and city life
gave minarets meanings beyond sound, like writing bands and
pairs at the main gate. The type comparison checks each case for:
(1) where the minaret is placed; (2) structure and materials; (3)
how one gets in and up; (4) role and meaning; and (5) city
visibility. Fieldwork measures size, building skill, and visibility;
where possible, building changes over time are checked. Cases
are picked for good records, different types (main vs. local, with
or without minaret), and easy access.
Results
A clear story shows up. Early mosques used tall minarets for
sound and to show a holy place in the city. Later, minarets stood
in pairs at the city gate, serving as a sign and sometimes helping
support the entrance. By the late 7" to 9" centuries CE, the
minaret was a well-known city symbol. Later, styles went from
single towers to pairs at the doorway and, in modern times, to
smaller signs that do not stand out as much as domes or city walls.
Zanjan—important buildings often use minarets as
symbols, usually as pairs at the door, built with brick, special
patterns, and tile bands. Many local mosques use other parts, such
as the main gate or dome, to express their identity. Builders keep
towers low, focus on galleries and tops, and add decoration to the
entrance, not the whole tower. This helps address cold-weather
problems and reduces costs for tall, thin towers.
Hamedan—Ilocal mosques often have brick fronts with
sharp brick patterns, strong halls, and covered walkways, but not



tall towers. If minarets are present, they usually stand at the edges
or at the hall corners, feature brick detailing with little tile, and
display clear writing bands. Big mosques and shrines have more
towers, sometimes many small ones around the edge.

Across both cities, four points are clear: weather and building
rules keep towers low;

1. Urban Optics can secure legibility via axial views to the
pishtaq without a full tower.

2. The symbolic economy concentrates tall pairs at civic
landmarks;

3. Material practice differs: Zanjan highlights tile contrast;
Hamedan uses plain brick with bold bana’1 patterns.

Conclusion

The investigation asked whether the minaret functions as a
doctrinal necessity or as an adaptive architectural element shaped
by context. Evidence across periods and across the two cities
indicates that patronage, construction technology, climate, and
urban legibility govern presence, placement, and form. By the late
7™ to 9™ centuries CE, the minaret consolidates as a city emblem;
later traditions intensify portal-flanking pairs at the pishtaq,
develop coordinated epigraphic programs, and —in
contemporary practice— cultivate symbolic re-readings that
detach the sign from the structure. In Zanjan and Hamedan, a
clear pattern appears: selective intensification at the civic scale
and strategic restraint in neighborhood stock. The pattern signals
choice rather than deficiency; builders and patrons calibrate
skyline marking against structural risk, maintenance, and cost.
Limitations. The corpus privileges documented and accessible
cases and excludes finite-element or quantified acoustic analyses.
Further research. Future work can couple structural and acoustic
simulation with viewshed/isovist analysis; extend the corpus
across Iranian plateaus and neighboring regions; and deepen

readings of waqgf and epigraphic evidence.
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