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Abstract

The Ghurid dynasty (1148-1215 AD) managed to dominate parts of the eastern
Islamic lands for nearly half a century. Initially under the influence of the Ghaznavids
and later the Seljuks, the Ghurids adopted significant aspects of their bureaucratic
structure and artistic and architectural styles through political and administrative ties.
The relations between the Ghurids and the Seljuks—both during the period of
subordination and the era of Ghurid independence—were always active and
influential, especially in religious and architectural realms. Chisht-e Sharif, a district
of Herat and the birthplace of the Chishti Sufi sect, is a prominent example of this
mutual influence. In this region, two semi-ruined brick structures are located within
the Chishti shrine complex. Despite their unknown identity, they exhibit significant
features of the Seljuk architectural tradition. This research aims to identify the
structure and characteristics of these two buildings and to analyze their role in the
continuity of Islamic architecture in eastern Iran. The research method is descriptive-
analytical with a historical approach, based on library and documentary studies.
Findings indicate that these buildings not only reflect the continuation of formal and
structural elements of Seljuk architecture during the Ghurid era but also represent a
cultural exchange between Iran and Afghanistan in the medieval Islamic centuries.
The religious status of Chisht-e Sharif also enhances the significance of these
structures in linking architecture with Sufism.
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Introduction

The contemporaneity of the Ghorid
dynasty with powerful dynasties such as
the Seljuks, Ghaznavids, and
Khwarazmian led to complex interactions
and cultural, military, and religious
rivalries. These communications
sometimes manifested themselves in the
form of war and sometimes in the form of
cultural and technological exchange. With
the death of Mu'azzin al-Din, the Ghori
political system began to falter and
gradually withdrew from power under
pressure from the Khwarazmian. However,
their cultural and artistic heritage,
especially in the field of architecture,
remained. Ghurid architecture—especially
during the reigns of Ghiyath al-Din and
Shihab al-Din—reflected strong Seljuk
influences through advanced brickwork,
intricate plaster decoration, and symbolic,
mystical forms. The use of complex
techniques in domed and porched
structures and, in general, the tendency
toward symbolic and mystical forms are
among the prominent aspects of this
period. In Chisht-e Sharif, a historic Sufi
center in western Afghanistan, two largely
unknown brick structures located in an
ancient cemetery. This cemetery is the
burial place of many sheikhs and followers
of the Chishtia dynasty and is located about
three kilometers from the current city. The
two buildings, which are structurally
severely damaged and have remained
somewhat abandoned, have features that
have attracted the attention of researchers
in the field of Islamic architectural history.

Materials and Methods

The meaningful similarities of these two
buildings with architectural features of the
Seljuk period—especially in elements such
as arches, brick patterns, and the general
spatial form—suggest the hypothesis that
these structures either date from the Ghurid
period and are influenced by Seljuk
architecture, or may even have been
constructed in the late Seljuk period just
before the rise of the Ghurids. Considering

that the Chishti sect has its roots in Greater
Khorasan and spread across the Ghur
region through numerous sheikhs in the
medieval centuries, the presence of such
structures in this area aligns with their
cultural origins. The aim of this study is to
conduct a deeper investigation into the
architectural features of these two brick
monuments and to analyze their
connections with  Seljuk architectural
traditions. Due to current security and
political  limitations in  Afghanistan,
especially in rural areas, direct field
investigation has not been possible.
Therefore, the present study is based on
library and documentary  methods,
analyzing available images, field reports
by Afghan and Iranian researchers, and a
comparative study of architectural features.
The research methodology is descriptive-

analytical and historical. The required data jomal of
were collected from reliable historical (Greater Khomsan Handicrafis

sources, published academic articles,
archival  images, manuscripts, and
reference books. In addition to visual and
architectural  analysis, the mystical
background, religious function, and social
status of these buildings have also been
considered.

Discussion and Findings

During the Seljuk dynasty, a significant
transformation occurred in the
architectural system of Iran, whose effects
are clearly traceable in the eastern regions,
including in Ghurid architecture. This
influence is identifiable not only in the
decorative appearance of buildings but also
in their conceptual and structural
foundations. Transfer of Brick
Architecture Techniques and Technology:
In Ghurid architecture in Chisht-e Sharif,
the influence of Seljuk architecture is
particularly evident in the use of complex
brickwork, geometric decorations, and
Kufic  script. Inspired by  Seljuk
construction and decorative methods, the
Ghurids used brick as both a structural and
decorative  material. The similarity
between Ghurid monuments such as the
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Minaret of Jam and the Friday Mosque of
Herat and Seljuk buildings like the
Damghan tombs and Maragha towers
reflects a direct transmission of
architectural technology and aesthetics.
This influence is prominently seen in the
two historical khangahs of Chisht-e Sharif.
Continuation and Transformation of
Decorative and Epigraphic Styles in
Ghurid  Architecture: In  Ghurid
architecture, especially in Chisht-e Sharif,
the continuation and transformation of
Seljuk decorative traditions—with a focus
on geometric Kufic script, raised
brickwork, and the use of Persian language
in inscriptions—are evident. This period
witnessed the peak of epigraphic and visual
art on religious and monumental facades.
The Ghurids localized Seljuk elements,
giving a new dimension to the region's
decorative art. Ghurid architecture was a

combination of  tradition,
innovation, and indigenous cultural
identity.
Spatial ~ Structure of Tombs and

Resemblance to Seljuk Models: Tombs of
the Seljuk dynasty usually consist of cubic
or polygonal shapes with a central dome
around which the spatial axis is formed.
This model—with its balance and harmony
in plan and volume—is clearly seen in the
tombs of Chisht-e Sharif. Features such as
radial stairs, longitudinal entrance axes,
and side burial spaces represent a creative
reinterpretation tailored to the mystical
needs of the Ghurids. The Ghurids
preserved the Seljuk tradition while
adapting the tomb space for their specific
rituals.

Structural System and Use of Composite
Load-Bearing Elements: Seljuk
architecture relied on a composite
structural system that combined arches and
domes, using squinches to transfer the
dome's load to the piers. These techniques
are prominent in the Ghurid buildings of
Chisht: thick square piers and stepped
corner constructions effectively support
the double-shell brick dome. External
buttresses and pointed arches reflect the

evolution of this system. This structural
engineering echoes both continuity and
innovation of Seljuk architecture in the
Ghurid era.

Movement Axes, Entrances, and Spatial
Cohesion: In Seljuk architecture, entrances
are typically through a main axis and a
large Iwan, creating spatial hierarchy. In
Chisht, the pre-iwan entrances and central
courtyard with rooms are reminiscent of
Seljuk four-iwan schools. This hierarchical
spatial organization in Ghurid buildings
represents a continuation and
reinterpretation of the Seljuk tradition
adapted to mystical and climatic needs of
the region. Chisht-e Sharif is an example of
a creative fusion of tradition and
innovation.

Conclusion

Ghurid architecture, particularly in the
Chisht-e Sharif region, not only continues
Seljuk traditions in eastern Iran but also
represents a phase of transformation and
creative reinterpretation  within  that
tradition. The surviving tomb and khangah
structures in this region testify to the deep
ties between Islamic art in the medieval
period and the effort to create an
independent identity within a respected
tradition.  Chisht-e ~ Sharif, with its
religious—mystical  structures, is a
prominent example of this historical
process, where local architects—drawing
on Seljuk knowledge and interacting with
Sufi  beliefs—created a new spatial
language. The Seljuk influence here is not
limited to technique and form but has
penetrated the depths of Ghurid
architecture through mystical ideas and
concepts.
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