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    PREFACE

    Shah ‘Abbas ruled Iran when the Safavid dynasty was at the peak of its power. He is considered one of the most influential kings in the history of Iran. His name, which often has the title “the great” attached to it, is synonymous with Isfahan, one of the best loved cities in Iran. He is a figure about whom Iranians still relate stories. All of this makes writing his biography a challenging task indeed. That this larger-than-life king ruled for some forty-two years makes it even more difficult to condense his life into a very short introductory volume.

    Shah ‘Abbas has received considerable scholarly attention already. In the 1950s, Nasr Allah Falsafi, scholar of Iranian history, wrote a five-volume biography of the king, a monumental Persian work that is still cited today. More recently, in 2009, an exhibit specifically devoted to Shah ‘Abbas at the British Museum brought with it the publication of an edited volume of essays mostly relating to Shah ‘Abbas and the arts, to say nothing of an array of souvenirs, including Shah ‘Abbas t-shirts, coffee cups, ball-point pens, and refrigerator magnets. The same year, David Blow’s detailed biography, Shah ‘Abbas: the Ruthless King Who Became an Iranian Legend, was published. Shah ‘Abbas had entered the minds of the public.

    So compelling a figure is Shah ‘Abbas that even general survey works on the Safavid dynasty tend to devote most of their pages to him, often at the expense of other kings deemed less “important.” Furthermore, countless specialized articles have been written, particularly in the last two decades, about different aspects of Shah ‘Abbas’s reign, covering everything from his diplomatic relations with specific parts of the world to religious and philosophical movements. Finally, the ongoing Encyclopaedia Iranica project continues to publish, both in print and online, articles that often reflect the newest, the best, and sometimes the only scholarship on Iran-related topics. I have made particular use of this valuable resource for this study.

    In the pages that follow, I have attempted to cover some of the most important aspects of his reign: the circumstances under which he came to power, his consolidation of power after becoming king, his defeat of internal and external enemies, the establishment of a capital city in Isfahan, and some of the political and cultural developments that took place.

    As part of the Makers of the Muslim World series, this volume is written primarily for a general audience of non-specialists. It is not by any means a comprehensive biography of Shah ‘Abbas’s entire career. Rather, I have chosen to focus on significant and representative events, developments, and facets of his life. In some cases, I have provided detailed descriptions of a particular event in order to illustrate more general trends. In doing this, I hope to provide the reader with a sense of how Shah ‘Abbas dealt with specific situations within a larger context. The length of his rule, in contrast with the length of this volume, means that I have had to leave out many things. Readers who are interested in learning more about this fascinating king will find suggestions for further reading in the bibliography.

    I have chosen to divide this book both chronologically and thematically. Chapter 1 provides historical background, and chapter 2 covers the early years of his life and the first phase of his reign, 1571–1598, when he defeated his internal and external enemies and consolidated his power, prior to moving the Safavid capital to Isfahan. Chapters 3–6 each cover aspects of the second phase of his rule from 1598 to 1612, including the building of Isfahan, religious developments, warfare and diplomacy, and the arts. Chapter 7 examines the final phase of his reign from 1612 to 1629, when he spent much of his time in the northern Caspian Sea region, and provides some brief concluding remarks. In a few cases, events taking place after 1612 appear in earlier chapters for the purposes of continuity.

    I have tried to quote from a fairly wide range of primary sources. While these references do not even come close to representing the huge amount of material available for Shah ‘Abbas, they do provide the reader with a sense of the range of material available for the consideration of his life.
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    HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

    THE SAFAVIDS: THE SUFI ORDER

    Shah ‘Abbas was the fifth monarch of the Safavid dynasty, which had ruled Iran since 1501. The history of this dynasty is one of the most fascinating in all of Islamic history, and Shah ‘Abbas one of its most interesting rulers. One of the more unusual aspects of the dynasty is the fact that its founder was a Sufi leader. Sufism is the type of Islam that focuses on spirituality and it is in principle apolitical. Its aim is to achieve direct communication or even union with God, and to this end Sufis will engage in activities such as zikr (repeating a particular word or phrase), prayer, fasting, and other spiritual practices. Over time, Sufis came to believe that mystical union could only be achieved with the assistance of a spiritual guide, known as a shaykh or pir, and organizations known as Sufi orders headed by such guides came into existence. Mystically-oriented individuals would come together to study the spiritual way with a shaykh, and many others in the area would seek his advice or blessings, and lavish gifts on the organization. The wealth, prestige, and following of such a shaykh could be immense, and the position was in the process of becoming hereditary. In practice, then, Sufism was often far from apolitical. Sufi leaders acquired considerable political importance, especially in the chaotic conditions in Iran following the Mongol invasions of the thirteenth century.

    The Safavids began as a traditional Sufi order. The founder was one Safi al-Din, “the pure one of the religion” (1252–1334), usually known as Shaykh Safi, and it is from his name that the Safavids derive theirs. The shaykh’s ancestors were members of a prominent family in Ardabil on the southwestern coast of the Caspian Sea. The first to be mentioned in surviving written sources, Firuz Shah “Zarrin Kulah” (“Golden Cap”), was a pastoralist, probably of Kurdish origin. His descendants were devout landowners and local men of influence who clashed from time to time with Georgian “infidels” who militarily threatened Ardabil.

    According to Ibn Bazzaz, a contemporary of Shaykh Safi’s son who composed a massive hagiography entitled the Safvat al-safa (“Essence of Purity”), Shaykh Safi was a pious person who had visionary dreams, performed miracles, and led a devout, ascetic life. Instead of fighting Georgians, he went seeking a Sufi master, and after an exhaustive search, he met Shaykh Zahid Gilani. Shaykh Zahid, who became his spiritual teacher, was the founder of his own Sufi order. Shaykh Safi’s relationship with Shaykh Zahid was very close. He married the shaykh’s daughter, gave his own daughter in marriage to Shaykh Zahid’s son, and was even thought to have received instruction from him from beyond the grave. Shaykh Zahid had made it very clear during his lifetime that he wanted Shaykh Safi to be his successor. While this did not go over particularly well with his family (he had at least one son who could have taken over) or all of his followers, when he died, Shaykh Safi inherited his position and established the order in Ardabil. From this point on, the leadership of the order became hereditary. Successive descendants of Shaykh Safi gained power and prestige in the area, and as they did so, they came into contact with dynasties that controlled the neighboring regions. There were a fair number of such dynasties.

    When the so-called Ilkhanid dynasty founded by the Mongols in Iran came to an end, in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, the regions they had controlled were divided up among a number of smaller rulers. Some hailed from nomadic Turkish tribesmen known as Turkomans, who had migrated to Iran together with the Mongols. The two most important dynasties founded by Turkomans were picturesquely known as the “Black Sheep” (Qara Qoyunlu) and the “White Sheep” (Aq Qoyunlu) rulers – named perhaps for the color of sheep they raised – both of whom had their center in Tabriz when they were at the height of their power. There was also a minor Mongol dynasty known as the Jalayarids, and several other local or regional powers vying for territory and supremacy. In Anatolia, a small principality ruled by a family known as the Ottomans was quickly expanding and eventually shared a border with the Aq Qoyunlu. It was with the Black Sheep and the White Sheep that the Safavids came into contact. Both the Qara Qoyunlu and the Aq Qoyunlu intermarried with them, and regarded them as useful allies.

    Shaykh Safi and his first three successors were rather typical shaykhs for their time, meaning that their followers engaged in standard Sufi activities such as prayer, fasting, and feeding the poor. The order was Sunni, but not partisan, if we are to trust the Safvat al-safa. One day, we are told, Shaykh Zahid was communicating with God. When his followers asked him where he had been, he said that his heart had traveled the entire world in order to choose an appropriate spot for a center led by Shaykh Safi, and he had decided upon Ardabil because the people were pure in their faith: “In this place, there has not been and [there still] is not any dispute or different sectarian opinions … only Sunna and jama‘a [good Sunni practice and unity]” (Ibn Bazzaz, Safvat, 178). Here, the differentiation between Sunnism and Shi‘ism was not as clear as it had sometimes been in the past, or as it is today. At the present time, Sunnis recognize four legitimate successors to the Prophet Muhammad: three companions and then ‘Ali, his cousin and son-in-law. Shi‘is, on the other hand, believe that ‘Ali, as a family member, should have been the first successor to the Prophet. ‘Ali was regarded as an imam and the religious authority, as were his descendants. Shi‘is rarely enjoyed political power, as most Islamic ruling dynasties, with a few exceptions, have been Sunni. However, during the time of Shaykh Safi, Sunni Sufi orders often venerated ‘Ali. But the Safavids were to swing in a Shi‘i direction in a more drastic way.

    With the accession of Safi’s great-great-grandson Shaykh Junayd in 851/1447–1448, there were dramatic changes in the order’s activities. First, the Sufis became involved in border warfare (ghaza) against the Byzantine territory in Trebizond, eastern Anatolia, and the Circassians in the Caucasus region, thereby adding militancy to their characteristics. Second, the order was coming to be distinguished by Shi‘ism of the heterodox type known as ghuluww (exaggerated belief), encompassing (among other things) the belief that the divinity could manifest itself in select human beings. Junayd was seen as a divine figure by his followers. According to a contemporary, if hostile, source, they “openly called Shaykh Junayd ‘god’ and his son ‘son of god’” (Khunji, Amini, 57/272).

    FROM SUFI ORDER TO RULING DYNASTY

    Another way in which the Safavids were unique is that, while not Turks themselves, they came to power by enlisting Turkish tribes in eastern Anatolia (now eastern Turkey). Turks had lived in Anatolia since the eleventh century, thanks to the Seljuq invasions, but many more had come in with the Mongols, and it was from among these tribes that the Safavids were now recruiting followers. This began under Shaykh Junayd, who spent a number of years wandering in Anatolia and Syria because he had been ousted from leadership of the order by a Qara Qoyunlu chief. Taking advantage of Aq Qoyunlu/Qara Qoyunlu rivalries, Junayd forged an alliance with the Aq Qoyunlu and married the sister of the Aq Qoyunlu ruler. Junayd’s son Haydar, on the basis of a dream of the Imam ‘Ali, created a uniform for his followers in the form of a red cap with twelve folds, representing the Twelve Shi‘i Imams. The Turkoman supporters who wore the Haydarian crown, or taj-i Haydari, came to be known as Qizilbash, or redheads. Initially pejorative, the term later dropped its negative associations. This distinctive cap can be seen in miniature paintings of the time, where Qizilbash warriors proudly donning their unique headgear dot the landscape in colorful battle and court scenes.

    With the assistance of their Qizilbash supporters, Junayd and his successors, including his grandson, the handsome redhead Isma‘il, raided and wrought havoc among the Christians and the local peasantries alike. Junayd and his son Haydar were killed in battle after experiencing both successes and failures, but in 1501 Isma‘il succeeded in wresting Tabriz from his rivals, the Black Sheep. In Tabriz, in the words of an early chronicler, he proceeded to place “the crown of the caliphate and world conquest on his head” and then set out to subdue the rest of the country (Khvandamir, Habib, trans. v. 1, 576). At this point, the Sufi order had transformed itself into the dynasty from which Shah ‘Abbas was descended.

    Yet another way in which the Safavids were unique is that they imposed Shi‘ism upon their subjects, the majority of whom were Sunni Muslims. There is no precedent for this. When, back in the tenth and early eleventh century, large parts of Iran were ruled by the Buyids, another Shi‘ite dynasty from the Caspian coast, the Sunnis were left alone, and Shi‘ite dynasties in other regions had also refrained from interfering with the faith of their Sunni subjects. The Safavid decision is all the more unique in that they themselves expressed ghuluww, or “exaggerated” Shi‘ism, but what they imposed on their subjects turned out to be Twelver Shi‘ism or Imamism, the much more standard form of Shi‘ism which is the official religion of Iran today, in which there is no complete indwelling of the divine in human beings.

    The ghuluww Shi‘ism that the Safavids represented at the time is vividly illustrated in the poetry that Isma‘il wrote before his accession under the pen-name Khata’i. Here he proclaims his own divinity and identifies himself as a re-appearance of past prophets, including Abraham, Jesus, and Muhammad, and of a plethora of pre-Islamic Persian kings, both mythical and real; he also seems to identify himself as the Mahdi, the savior figure who would return to make Shi‘ism prevail on earth and regenerate the world.

    I am the living Khidr and Jesus son of Mary …

    (Minorsky, “Poetry,” 1042a)

    Know for certain that Khata’i is of divine nature/that he is related to Muhammad Mustafa …

    (Minorsky, “Poetry,” 1043a)

    I am Faridun, Khosrau, Jamshid, and Zohak. I am Zal’s son (Rostam) and Alexander.

    (Minorsky, “Poetry,” 1047a)

    By the Lord! Come and behold: God’s light has reappeared; Muhammad Mustafa the Seal of Prophets has come!

    (Minorsky, “Poetry,” 1048a)

    God’s friend Abraham has put on a (new) garment and come to life. His name is Isma‘il. Let souls be his sacrifice, for an appeal has come from God …

    The Mahdi’s period has begun. The light of eternal life has dawned (upon) the world.

    (Minorsky, “Poetry,” 1049a)

    Early Safavid sources state that in 1501, after crowning himself, Isma‘il had the Friday sermon (khutba) recited in the name of the guided or Twelve Imams because “the shah’s entire concern was the propagation of the Imami sect and strengthening of the Prophet’s law,” thereby proclaiming Shi‘ism as the official state religion and imposing this sect upon a country with a majority Sunni population. In addition to this, the muezzins were ordered to add the phrase “And I profess that ‘Ali is the Friend of God” to the call to prayer, which also served to give his emergent state a distinctly Shi‘i religious identity (Khvandamir, Habib v. 4, 467). Isma‘il’s followers appear to have understood his coronation and the establishment of Shi‘ism as commencing the Mahdi’s reign, as Isma‘il himself had stated in the poem quoted above: “the Mahdi’s period has begun” (Arjomand, “Rise of Shah Esma‘il,” 4). The reasons for Shah Isma‘il’s decision to enforce Shi‘ism are unclear, and while many suggestions have been offered as to why he did this, the answer remains elusive. What we do know is that in making his religious proclamation, Isma‘il changed the course of Iran’s history in a deep and profound way. In the long run the policy he initiated enjoyed almost total success; approximately ninety percent of Iran’s population today is Shi‘i.

    After the Shi‘i proclamation and coronation of 1501, Isma‘il spent ten years conquering the rest of Iran and taking Baghdad. These were gritty, hard-fought campaigns that significantly expanded the Safavid state. However, the military successes ended when he suffered a dramatic loss to the rival Ottoman empire at Chaldiran in 1514. The Ottomans were worried about the increasing power of the Safavids because the Turkoman population of Ottoman eastern Anatolia subscribed to the same beliefs as the Qizilbash and they feared mass defection – large numbers of Turkomans had in fact joined Isma‘il’s cause – and even worse, they faced the possibility of losing eastern Anatolia to the Safavids. This is what led to the Battle of Chaldiran. The Ottoman army had superior weaponry and far outnumbered the Safavids, who suffered heavy casualties and lost a large number of high-ranking Qizilbash. The victory gave the Ottomans control over eastern Anatolia.

    As for Shah Isma‘il, he never recovered from the defeat, which ruined both his own belief and that of his followers in his divinity. Whereas previously, according to at least one traveler’s account, his adherents had gone into battle without armor, believing that they were divinely protected, now Shah Isma‘il himself went into semi-retirement, seeking oblivion in drink and opium, and while the story that he never smiled again may be apocryphal, it is certainly apt (Grey, “Travels,” 206). Interestingly, legends about Shah Isma‘il, including his claims to divinity, made their way to Europe – even during his lifetime and as early as 1501 – where he was viewed with hope as a pro-Christian potential ally against the Ottoman empire. Shah Isma‘il died ten years after the Battle of Chaldiran in 1524 and was succeeded by his son Tahmasb.

    AFTER ISMA‘IL

    During the years between Shah Isma‘il’s death and Shah ‘Abbas’s accession, the Safavid empire had to cope with a number of problems. In military terms, they had to engage in warfare on two frontiers in an attempt to preserve what Isma‘il had won. On the western front their enemy was the Ottomans, galvanized and emboldened by their victory at Chaldiran, and now led by the famous sultan Suleyman “the Magnificent.” Assisted by Qizilbash defectors and the betrayal of Shah Tahmasb’s brother, the Ottomans succeeded in taking Baghdad and Arab Iraq from the Safavids, as well as Kurdestan, and at one point even occupied Tabriz. The Ottoman threat to Tabriz caused the Safavids to move their capital to the city of Qazvin, almost 300 miles southeast of Tabriz. In the east the Safavids were confronted with the Uzbeks, a Turkic people led by a dynasty descended from Genghis Khan. The Uzbeks repeatedly attacked Khurasan and eventually succeeded in taking Herat – the center of culture and the arts in the Timurid period – and other key cities. The empire over which Shah ‘Abbas was to preside was no longer as large as Shah Isma‘il’s.

    Politically, the main problem for the Safavids was their relationship with the people they had conquered. They had to devise ways in which they could cooperate with local power holders – after all, they could not simply kill off the entire population they sought to rule. The two main segments of the population were the Turkomans and the Iranians. While there were always exceptions to the rule, traditionally the Iranians filled the bureaucratic ranks and the Turkomans the military ranks. The Persian-speaking bureaucrats, the Tajiks, had been administrators for the numerous dynasties that had ruled Iran in the past, including the Mongols and the Timurids. They survived the political changes, often because the new invaders simply did not bring with them enough people to replace them. This was particularly true during the period of Mongol rule. When the Safavids came to power, this practice continued, and the Iranian populations ran the state bureaucracy. However, Isma‘il also recruited large land-owning Iranian elites into positions traditionally reserved for “men of the sword.” This policy, which certainly favored the Iranians, backfired upon his death, when the Qizilbash took advantage of the new king Shah Tahmasb, aged only ten at the time, to attempt to regain their power. They were successful to some extent, but were plagued by in-fighting which eventually spiraled into war.

    QIZILBASH CULTURE AND SOCIETY

    The Qizilbash, who had brought Shah Isma‘il to the throne, held considerable prestige in early Safavid society. They were organized into uymaqs or tribes, each of which was headed by a khan. As adherents to the original Safaviyya Sufi order, they regarded each other as fellow disciples and spiritual equals. Some of the early important positions that the Qizilbash held indicate that they enjoyed both spiritual and political authority. One of these was the divan begi, who adjudicated matters of common law; another was the khalifat al-khulafa, who served as chief spiritual deputy in the domain, appointed deputies of the king (khalifa) in the provinces, and governed Baghdad after the Qizilbash took the city. A third was the lala, or tutor to the royal princes. The prestige of the lala, however, declined after Shah ‘Abbas came to power, as the new monarch sought to assert his authority, as we shall discuss in greater detail below.

    Some early travelers to the Safavid court recorded their impressions of Qizilbash society, and this gives us at least a glimpse into the Qizilbash universe. Michele Membré, an Italian ambassador who traveled to Tabriz during the reign of Shah Tahmasb, provides lively descriptions of Qizilbash society and certain unique and distinct Qizilbash rituals and ceremonies. Membré states that the Qizilbash were eager to speak with him, welcoming him into their homes for sometimes up to twenty days at a time, and were curious about and interested in events taking place in Europe. He saw Qizilbash women, and described them as anything but submissive and secluded, retaining a certain amount of economic power and wealth, at least within the household:

    Their wives are very beautiful and wear beautiful, big, round pearls at their necks. These ladies are very agreeable and keep all their husbands’ money. So the said Qizilbash love their wives a great deal. The ladies ride through the town like men and go with maids instead of grooms; and they go with the face covered with a white kerchief, so only the eyes are seen.

    (Membré, Mission, 31)

    Membré also attended a Qizilbash wedding, where he heard guests participate in an hour of dhikr, a Sufi practice in which a particular phrase is repeatedly chanted for devotional purposes. At the same event, wedding guests also sang anti-Ottoman songs and songs composed by Shah Isma‘il and Shah Tahmasb, took turns making financial contributions, danced, and shared a meal. Between the donations and the anti-Ottoman songs, the attendees took part in a unique ceremony of ritual beating for the qurchis, or royal guards. The qurchis were each beaten in turn on the behind with the stick of the Sufi path (chub-i tariq) by the spiritual leader (khalifa) as an expression of love for the king. Various forms of ritual beating ceremonies continued into the later Safavid period, transformed somewhat from the time of Shah Tahmasb into practices either undertaken as part of an initiation ceremony of sorts for induction into a specific department, or as part of the punishment and then absolution of one’s sins.

    IMPOSING SHI‘ISM

    Following Shah Isma‘il’s proclamation of Shi‘ism as the religion of the land, the Safavids also had to find a way to make the policy stick. After all, the majority of the population was Sunni. This was perhaps the biggest problem of all for the Safavid rulers, for no one really seemed to know what Twelver Shi‘ism was about. Although there were Shi‘i enclaves in Iran in places such as Mashhad and Qum, the Safavids had to bring in clerics from outside to educate the general population. These clerics largely came from the Jabal ‘Amil region of southern Syria (present-day southern Lebanon), still a Shi‘i enclave today. They were installed in mosques to act as prayer leaders and religious authorities. Together with clerics from traditional Shi‘i centers in Iran, they gradually established themselves as part of a religious class. Shah Isma‘il’s successor, Shah Tahmasb, tried to eradicate any lingering expressions of ghuluww religiosity. He also persecuted Sunnis, executing many and causing many others to go underground or leave for neighboring Mughal India. He comes across as a somewhat dour and stern figure in comparison with his predecessor, though he did write poetry, practice calligraphy, and pen his memoirs. He also issued a series of ordinances promoting strict morality, by banning alcohol, singing, and dancing.

    The Safavid imposition of Shi‘ism as the state religion did not proceed in a seamless, straightforward fashion. In the years before Shah ‘Abbas became king, there had been tensions between clerics and the king, and within the rank of clerics themselves. Shah Tahmasb’s successor, Isma‘il II, even attempted to restore Iran to Sunnism, but about a year later, a group of Qizilbash, assisted by his sister, poisoned him to death, so he could not effect any permanent change. In general, however, the clerics gradually developed into a separate social group that supported the authority of the Safavid kings yet at the same time preserved a certain amount of autonomy for themselves. Overall, Shi‘ism had become a state-run operation.

    EARLY NOTIONS OF LEGITIMACY, POWER, AND AUTHORITY

    One of the most crucial issues that monarchs throughout the Islamic world had to address was the question of legitimacy. In other words, what gave a particular individual the right to rule? The Mongol sacking of Baghdad in 1258 brought an end to the Islamic ruling institution of the caliphate. By that time, the institution itself had become greatly weakened, and the individuals who called themselves caliphs, or successors to the Prophet Muhammad, claimed religious authority but held very little political power beyond the borders of the city of Baghdad. In previous centuries, dynastic caliphs ruled over vast empires stretching from North Africa to Central Asia, but by approximately 950, warlords, kings, sultans, and other types of rulers had carved territory for themselves out of that larger empire. After 1258, Muslim rulers had to address, either directly or indirectly, the fact that there was no longer a single figure who claimed universal religious authority over the world’s Muslims. In the absence of the caliphate, therefore, considerable political experimentation took place, with monarchs often invoking several different notions of authority.

    In the early Safavid era, Isma‘il and his immediate successors promoted their kingship in three general ways: first, by upholding the idea that the Safavid king was the head of the Safavid Sufi order. In this way, they made use of the family’s past, extending their position as Sufi leaders to all of Iran rather than having just a local following. Second, they or their chroniclers referred to themselves as the “shadow of God on earth,” a phrase that we see in medieval treatises on Persian kingship. The concept itself has close parallels with and draws on pre-Islamic Sasanian ideas of kingship in which the king was seen as the representative of God on earth. The concept of the king as the shadow of God was supported by a third element of Safavid legitimacy, in which Safavid kings claimed to be the representative of the Hidden Imam. The Hidden or Twelfth Imam was the twelfth Shi‘i descendant of the Prophet Muhammad through the line of ‘Ali and his sons Hasan and Husayn. He was popularly thought to have disappeared down a well, only to return at some future date to fill the world with justice. While in principle the Hidden Imam did not have any representative at all – as all communication between him and his followers had been cut off with the so-called “greater occultation” in approximately 941 – Shah Isma‘il made such claims and more for himself, as we saw in his ghuluww-oriented poetry when he stated, for example, “My mother is Fatima, my father is ‘Ali; and therefore I am the Pir of the Twelve Imams” (Minorsky, “Poetry,” 1042a). This was an unprecedented and major deviation from the accepted Shi‘i doctrine, which did not allow for individuals to make such elevated claims.
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