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The ancient city of Isfahan, 
the capital of the central 
province of Isfahan, hosts 
numerous historical mon-
uments, writing about 
which creates a sweet feel-
ing. 
Chehel Dokhtaran and 
Sareban minarets, located 

in the Juybareh district, are 
beautiful brick towers dat-
ing back to the Seljuk era.
Unfortunately, a large num-
ber of people, even those 
living in Isfahan, have no 
knowledge of these ancient 
towers.
Mehdi Najjar-Arabi, an 
Isfahanologist, said that 
minarets are among the 

main Persian architectur-
al structures which have 
been used for various pur-
poses throughout history.
“They sometimes served as 
a beacon helping caravans 
find their way, or as a place 
for delivering news, calling 
to prayer or guarding the 
city”.
This valuable heritage, 
which has lost its previ-

ous function, can turn into 
tourism attractions. 
Najjar-Arabi said, unfortu-
nately, adequate attention 
has not been paid to these 
structures, some of which 
even lack a sign board.
He added that Chehel 
Dokhtaran minaret, built in 
1112 CE, is among the few 
which belong to the Sel-

juk era. The tower, which 
remains abandoned, is in 
such poor condition that 
many people don’t even 
know its name.
The expert said that exqui-
site, unique, and distinctive 
brickwork decorations can 
be seen on each part of the 
minaret.
It is the fifth oldest minaret 
in Iran, on which there is a 
big window facing the qi-
blah (the direction of the holy 
Kaaba, the sacred cube at Mecca, 
toward which Muslims turn in 
prayer). 
This feature does not exist 
in other minarets of Isfah-
an. There is a spiral stair-
case in the minaret, which 
leads to the top of it. This 
minaret, which is 21 me-
ters high, can be seen from 
a far distance, but it is diffi-
cult to reach it through the 
maze of winding alleys and 
narrow streets.
Najjar-Arabi added that 
cars and motorcycles pass 
a few steps from this mina-
ret, and they may run into it 
at any moment.
He continued that Sareban 
minaret, with exquisite 
inscriptions, is a 900-year-
old structure decorated 
with amazing brick and tile 
works. 
Sareban literally means 
“cameleer,” indicating that 
this minaret was built to 
serve as a beacon for cara-
vans heading toward Isfa-
han. It is one of the tallest 
and most beautiful mina-
rets in Iran. 
Unfortunately, however, 
the alleys leading to this 
minaret are not blocked, 
thus, cars and motorcy-

cles pass it at a short dis-
tance.
Managing Director of Ren-
ovation Organization of 
Isfahan Mohammad Ali 
Izadkhasti said that thanks 
to their function, the mina-
rets were more important 
to the people in the past; 
however, a large number of 
them have been left unat-

tended, and have not been 
used even as tourist attrac-
tions. 
He noted that a plan to 
preserve the minarets has 
been placed on the organi-
zation’s agenda.
Izadkhasti added that the 
area surrounding the min-
aret will be transformed 
into an urban space and 

vehicles will be prohibited 
from passing through it. 
He believes that local peo-
ple can preserve the histor-
ical monuments in the best 
possible manner, because 
this not only would help 
introduce the minarets 
as tourist attractions, but 
also generate revenues for 
those living in the area. 

Most of the rivers in Iran 
are seasonal because of ir-
regularity and lack of rain-
fall. In most places, there 
aren’t even any rivers and 
seldom does it rain there.
Our ancestors faced this 
natural phenomenon 
and tried to find a way 
out, called “Economic 
water storage.”
There were two types of 
Economic water storages 
in our country:

Domestic water 
storage tanks
Before establishing pipe-
line water distribution 
system, there were two 
separate water tanks 
in every house, one for 
drinking water and the 
other one for gardening. 
There are many peo-
ple who still remember 
those and perhaps some 
types exist so far.
Drinking water storage 
tanks were generally 
sealed and they were 
very careful during con-
struction and made them 
water tight with con-

crete. They took water 
by a tap, which installed 
some how above the tank 
floor.
Supplying water for stor-
age it was a decorative 
structure. Domestic stor-
age tanks were recharged 
with water from rivers, in-
filtration galleries, springs 
and sometimes rain during 
the weeks. This type of wa-
ter supply is still common 
in some villages, which 
have no pipeline water dis-
tribution system yet.

Large water storage 
tanks in desert or 
villages
There were some covered 
tanks with considerable 
capacity for caravans, 
villages or old palac-
es in desert, dry plains, 
hot and dry regions in 
the south of the country. 
Most of these tanks have 
been destroyed but some 
of them are still usable. 
The structures of these 
tanks are very interesting 
for the passengers.

These tanks are cylin-
drical and buried under 
ground. At the top of the 
tanks, there is conical 
ceiling with ventilator 
at the center. Sometimes 
they installed a number 
of ventilators around the 
top as air traps.
For taking water, there 
were stairs extended 
as far as the floor of the 
tank. The taps installed 
just above the floor. The 
width of stairs was some-
how the people with pail, 

bucket, jar or water skin 
could pass each other 
very conveniently.
They usually installed 2 
or 3 taps for taking wa-
ter. It is not necessary to 
describe the structure of 
air- traps, which could 
be seen in the central cit-
ies, especially in Kashan 
and Yazd. But it should 
be mentioned that the 
operation of these air-
traps were somehow that 
those large water storage 
tanks were ventilated 

well and water got cool 
enough even in the hot 
days of the summer.
There were many of 
those water storages at 
the edge of desert and 
caravan roads. Some of 
those small desert tanks 
didn’t have any taps. The 
structure of those tanks 
as mentioned above, are 
very interesting. The 
lower section had a cy-
lindrical shell and the top 
had a conical one.
The capacity of this kind 
of water tanks could be 
about 300 to 3,000 M3 
(the diameter of cylinder 
could be up to 20 meters. 
If the depth assumed 10 
meters, the max capacity 
would be 3,000 M3).
In some regions the water 
tanks had higher capaci-
ty up to 100,000 M3.The 
construction of these 
kinds of cylindrical wa-
ter tanks without pillars 
were impossible. So they 
had to construct the mid-
dle pillars in one or more 
rows to support dome and 
the barrel shaped ceiling.

There are many - ruined 
stores in the country, 
which look like conical 
water storage tanks, 
used for ice storage. They 
called them “ice–house”. 
They supplied ice for the 
residents of the cities and 
villages nearby in hot days 
of summer in the past.
The procedure for ice 
making was very inter-
esting. Beyond tall walls, 
they leveled a piece of 
land and let the water 
cover the whole land to 
a certain depth during 
the cold nights of winter 
to freeze. The purpose 
of tall walls was to pro-
tect the ice land from 
sunshine during the day. 
Then they added wa-
ter every night, but the 
depth of water should 
not be more than a few 
centimeters each night. 
So icemakers had to level 
the ice land very careful-
ly. When the thickness of 
ice became to 30 to 40cm, 
then they broke the ice to 
pieces and stored them in 
the cylindrical storages.

Ancient minarets of Isfahan in need of 
more attention

Small and large water storages

The above is a lightly edited version of part of a chapter entitled “Small and Large Water Storage Tanks in Ancient Iran”, from a book entitled, “Water and Irrigation Techniques in Ancient Iran”, 
written by Gholam Reza Kuros and Majid Labbaf Khaneiki, published by Iranian National Committee on Irrigation and Drainage. The photos were taken from the book.   
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