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Water has historically played a pivotal role in the development of human civilizations,
impacting not only essential survival needs but also shaping the social, economic, and
cultural dynamics of societies. In Iran, Saggakhanehs -public water dispensers initially
designed for drinking water- have evolved to embody deeper cultural and spiritual
meanings, especially in relation to the events of Ashura and Shi’a traditions. This study
examines the architectural and symbolic significance of Saqgakhanehs, with a focus on
the Karbalaie Abbas Ali Saggakhaneh in Tehran. By employing a descriptive-analytical
methodology that combines theoretical analysis and fieldwork, the research examines
the relationship between the architectural design of Saqgakhanehs and their role in
fostering community cohesion and spiritual engagement. The findings reveal that
Saggakhanehs, particularly those located near mosques and religious centers, foster a
connection to the divine and enhance the spiritual atmosphere of the community. The
alignment of these structures with the gibla adds a sacred dimension, transcending their
utilitarian role and transforming them into spaces of spiritual reflection and cultural
identity. This study underscores the importance of preserving Saggakhanehs as vital
components of Iran's cultural and architectural heritage, advocating for further research
to examine the role of such structures within the broader context of Shi’a religious
practices.
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Introduction

Water has been vital for survival and a cultural symbol throughout history. In Iran, water distribution
systems evolved into complex architectural forms, with Saggakhanehs (public water dispensers) initially
built to provide drinking water in busy urban areas. Over time, these structures acquired significant
religious, cultural, and spiritual meaning. As Saqqakhanehs became associated with Shi’a religious
events, particularly Ashura and the martyrdom of Hazrat Abbas (a.s.) , they evolved from functional
water sources into pivotal social and spiritual spaces. This study focuses on the Karbalaie Abbas Ali
Saggakhaneh in Tehran, analyzing its architectural design, alignment with the gibla, and other religious
elements. The research explores how these buildings embody Shi’a values and strengthen community
cohesion. It also addresses a gap in existing literature by examining how Saggakhanehs serve as symbols
of Shi’a devotion and cultural identity, beyond their practical function.

Method

This study employs a descriptive-analytical approach, combining both qualitative and quantitative
methods. The primary case study is the Karbalaie Abbas Ali Saggakhaneh in Tehran, a key example of
Saqgakhanehs that play significant roles in both religious and cultural contexts. Data collection methods
include archival research, field observations, and interviews with local community members. Archival
research provides historical context on the evolution of Saggakhanehs, exploring their initial utilitarian
purpose and later cultural and religious significance. Field observations focus on the architectural features
of the Karbalaie Abbas Ali Saggakhaneh, including its alignment with the gibla, religious iconography,
inscriptions, and spatial layout.

This analysis aims to understand how the design contributes to the building's spiritual and cultural
significance. Interviews with community members, who regularly interact with the Saggakhaneh, provide
insights into its social and spiritual roles, particularly during religious events such as Ashura. This
qualitative data is analyzed to explore the Saqgakhaneh's function as a space of Shi’a devotion and
cultural identity. The study also examines the broader context of Saggakhanehs within Tehran's urban
fabric, specifically their proximity to mosques and other religious centers. By analyzing the placement of
these structures, the research investigates how they contribute to community cohesion and spiritual
engagement.

Result

The findings of this study demonstrate the transformation of Saggakhanehs from practical water
dispensers into culturally and spiritually significant spaces within Iranian communities. Initially built to
provide drinking water, these structures now play a key role in religious and social life. The Karbalaie
Abbas Ali Saggakhaneh in Tehran serves as a case study, showing how aligning these buildings with the
gibla enhances their spiritual significance. The architectural decision to orient Saggakhanehs towards the
gibla serves both practical and spiritual purposes. It ensures that people drink while facing the sacred
direction of Mecca, making the simple act of drinking water a spiritual one. This alignment connects
everyday actions with religious devotion, reinforcing Shi’a values of faith, piety, and respect for sacred
traditions. The integration of these principles into the design elevates the space beyond its functional role
and deepens its connection to religious practice.

A significant finding is that Sagqgakhanehs are often strategically located near mosques, religious
centers, and public spaces, such as markets and courtyards. This positioning strengthens their dual
function as both physical and spiritual spaces. By placing them in busy areas, these structures provide
water and become spaces for reflection and social interaction. Their proximity to places of worship
reinforces their role in daily life, ensuring individuals regularly encounter them and benefit from their
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spiritual and practical offerings. The architectural design of Saqgakhanehs incorporates religious symbols
such as tile work, sacred names, and Quranic verses, especially those related to Shi’a saints and Ashura
figures. These design elements enhance the Saggakhaneh's spiritual significance, transforming it from a
functional structure into a symbol of Shi’a devotion. Through these elements, Sagqgakhanehs encourage
individuals to reflect on devotion, sacrifice, and religious identity, reinforcing the sacredness of drinking
water and connecting it with larger religious values. Saggakhanehs also play a crucial role in promoting
community cohesion. While their primary function is to provide water, they also serve as spaces where
people gather to reflect on their faith and connect. During religious events like Ashura, these spaces
become central for communal activities such as mourning, prayer, and charity. They offer individuals the
opportunity to participate in religious rituals, strengthening social bonds and reinforcing collective
identity. Through these activities, Saggakhanehs become vital in promoting shared values and spiritual
engagement. The role of Saqgakhanehs in social life is especially prominent during Ashura. These spaces
transform into hubs for mourning, prayer, and charity, with the act of offering water assuming a symbolic
significance. It represents solidarity, remembrance, and connection to Hazrat Abbas (a.s.), as well as the
broader themes of Ashura. These gatherings allow individuals to unite in their faith and reaffirm their
devotion, reinforcing the communal aspect of religious life.

Finally, Saqgakhanehs serve as cultural markers within the urban environment. Their continued
presence helps preserve traditional architectural practices and connects the community to its historical and
spiritual heritage. These structures are not only valuable for their physical design but also for their ability
to preserve collective memories and religious identities. In conclusion, this study shows that
Saqgakhanehs are more than just functional buildings; they are integral parts of Iranian community life.
Through their strategic design, placement, and connection to religious and social practices, Saggakhanehs
continue to play a central role in the spiritual and social life of Iranian cities.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Saqgakhanehs have evolved significantly from utilitarian structures designed solely to
provide water to vital symbols of Shi’a religious devotion and cultural identity. Initially built for practical
purposes, these structures have transformed into sacred spaces, particularly through their alignment with
the gibla, which allows them to serve as places of spiritual reflection. The findings of this study
demonstrate that Saggakhanehs play an essential role in strengthening both the social and spiritual fabric
of Iranian communities. They are not just physical spaces for obtaining water but are deeply embedded
within the collective consciousness of the people, fostering a strong sense of unity and shared identity
through their religious and cultural significance.

This study has highlighted the architectural and symbolic importance of Saggakhanehs, emphasizing
the need to preserve these buildings as key elements of Iran's architectural and cultural heritage. Their
preservation ensures that the values and traditions of Shi’a Islam continue to resonate within the urban
landscape, while also safeguarding a unique architectural form that has deep historical and spiritual roots.
While Saggakhanehs have maintained their functional role in providing water, their significance has
expanded to encompass a much broader role in communal identity, devotion, and religious practices.

However, this research also has limitations. It primarily focuses on a single case study, Karbalaie
Abbas Ali Saggakhaneh in Tehran, and future studies should consider a broader range of Sagqgakhanehs
throughout Iran. Further research could also explore how Saggakhanehs have adapted to urbanization,
social changes, and the evolving needs of modern communities while maintaining their religious and
cultural functions. Preserving these sacred structures should remain a priority, not only to protect cultural
heritage but also to continue fostering social cohesion and spiritual engagement in contemporary society.
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