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ISFAHAN
vii. SAFAVID PERIOD

Isfahan came under Safavid rule in 1503 following Shah Esma‘il’s defeat of
Soltan Morad, the Aq Qoyunlu (q.v.) ruler of Erag-e ‘Ajam, near Hamadan. No
contemporary source describes the conquest of the city in any detail, but we
do know that it was accompanied by great brutality. In retaliation for the
killing of many Shi‘ite inhabitants under the Aq Qoyunlu, Shah Esma‘il caused
a bloodbath among the city’s Sunnites. The Portuguese traveler, Tenreiro,
visiting Isfahan in 1524, reports seeing mounds of dirt with bones sticking out
that were reportedly the remains of 5,000 people killed by the Safavids
(Tenreiro, pp. 20-21).

Following the conquest, Esma‘il appointed Dorme$ Khan Samlu governor.
Mirza Sah-Hosayn, originally a builder (banna, me'mar) in Isfahan, at that
point started his political career by serving Dorme$§ Khan as vizier of the
daruga (“mayor”; see below and CITIES ii) of the city. He was later promoted to
the post of wakil (royal deputy, the highest subject of the king) of Shah Esma‘il,
and was so influential that his enemies finally assassinated him in 1523
(Rumlu, pp. 231-32). In fact, his case is not an exception. Beginning with the
reign of Shah Esma‘il, Isfahani families occupied high positions in the Safavid
administration, and at least one Safavid grand vizier, Mirza Salman Jaberi,
appointed by Mohammad Kodabanda in 1578, hailed from an Isfahani family.
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Isfahan continued to be a focus of Shah Esma‘il even as he set out to conquer
other parts of the Iranian plateau. Stopping at the city from time to time, he is
said to have been keen to restore the city to its pre-Mongol significance and in
this regard paid particular attention to the role and function of its squares. In
1509 he ordered the enlargement of the Meydan-e Nags-e Jahan (Royal Square)
to accommodate the playing of polo, gabaq-bazi, and other games and forms of
entertainment. He used the Old Meydan (Meydan-e kohna) as the place of
execution of rebels. The building of Harun-e Welayat, the mausoleum of a
saint, at the southern end of the Old Meydan, was completed by Mirza Sah-
Hosayn in 1512 (Kvandamir, IV, p. 500; Quiring-Zoche, p. 64).

Shah Tahmasb (r. 1524-76), who was born in a suburb of Isfahan in 1514,
added several other buildings, mostly mosques, to the city. He incorporated
Isfahan into the royal domain in 1534, and the city’s status as crown land
(kassa) remained largely unchanged until the end of the Safavid period
(R6hrborn, p. 118). The only exception is the reign of Mohammad Kodabanda
(1577-87), who offered Isfahan as a revenue assignment (teyul) to Hamza
Mirza, one of his sons and his heir. The de-facto ruler of Isfahan, however,
became his plenipotentiary (saheb-e ektiar), Farhad Khan (q.v.), who did much
to secure the city from the Araslu tribe, who had taken control of the environs
and were moving into the city as well. Once in power, Farhad Beg built himself
a fortified residence alongside the Bag-e Naqs-e Jahan (Royal Garden) and
designed a new garden around it, destroying the bag itself and moving its trees
in the process (Afusta’i Natanzi, pp. 339-40).

During the reign of Shah Tahmasb, the city twice experienced wartime
disorder. The first time was during the civil war between two Qezelbas tribal
leaders, Coga Soltan Takkalu and Hosayn Khan Samlu, in 937/1530. The latter
attacked Coga Soltan in a suburb of Isfahan, and Coga Soltan took refuge in the
royal tent located near his camp. Hosayn Khan managed to kill Coga Soltan but
ultimately was defeated by Takkalu reinforcements. He retreated to Isfahan
and then fled to Fars. It seems that the city itself was not thrown into disarray
during this conflict (Rumlu, pp. 308-10).

The revolt of Alqas Mirza (q.v.), Tahmasb’s brother, in 1548-49 represents the
second period of disorder for Isfahan. After ravaging Hamadan, Ray, and Qom,
Algas Mirza’s troops, supported by the Ottoman Sultan Solayman, came close
to Isfahan. He believed that the citizens would open the city’s gate without
fighting, because no substantial Safavid force was around. Instead, the people
of Isfahan, led by Sah Taqi-al-Din Mohammad Mir-e Miran, a community
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leader (nagqib), and his brother Mir Giat-al-Din Mohammad, shut the city gates
and put up strong resistance, strengthened in their determination by the fact
that the shah had sent his own harem to Isfahan (Navidi, p. 101). Algas, finding
it difficult to subdue Isfahan, gave up on his attempt to take the city and left
for Shiraz (Rumlu, p. 434). The event became certainly the turning point of
Algas Mirza’s revolt, which ended with his arrest and confinement in Qahgaha
castle the following year (Rumlu, pp. 437-38). Although Isfahan made a great
contribution to Tahmasb’s cause through its fierce resistance, it does not seem
to have received any royal favors in return. We only know of an order by
Tahmasb to abolish various taxes imposed on guilds in 1563 (Honarfar, pp.
88-90). This may simply have been part of the exemption from the tax on
commerce (tamga), which Tahmasb offered throughout the kingdom in
972/1564. The measure was apparently taken after the oracle of Saheb-al-Amir
appeared in the ruler’s dream (Qazi Ahmad, p. 449).

After Hamza Mirza’s death in 1586, Isfahan fell to his brother, Abu Taleb
Mirza. Farhad Khan lost his post and was incarcerated. Golam (slave) forces
loyal to him revolted, however, and managed to take hold of the city fortress
with their own hostages. Long negotiations with representatives of Shah
Kodabanda, who had meanwhile arrived in Isfahan, led to the release of the
hostages but not the freeing of Farhad Khan. The golams only surrendered
after royalist forces threatened to bombard the citadel. The structure was
destroyed after the rebels had left it. Shortly thereafter Mohammad
Kodabanda died, and Isfahan opened up its gates to the forces of the new
ruler, Shah ‘Abbas I, who proceeded to grant the city and its environs to his
wakil, MorSedqoli Khan, as a teyul. As city mayor he appointed Yuli Beg. The
latter set out to restore the Tabarak fortress but also showed signs of
autonomy. The decision of Shah ‘Abbas to visit Isfahan in 1590 led to a
confrontation, with Yuli Beg retreating into the fortress with his troops.
Ultimately the shah reconciled himself with Yuli Beg, although the post of
senior governor (hakem) went to ‘Ali Beg Ostajlu (Afusta’i Natanzi, pp. 33-35,
233-38; Quiring-Zoche, pp. 80-89). Shortly thereafter, in early 1590, Isfahan was
made crown land again, with the post of vizier going to Mirza Mo-hammad
Nisapuri (Kuzani Esfahani, fol. 39b).

ISFAHAN AS THE SAFAVID CAPITAL

The idea of turning Isfahan into a new capital must have come to Shah ‘Abbas
shortly after his accession in 1587, for the first mention of designs for the new
Isfahan occurs under 998/1588 in the Afzal al-tawarik (Kuzani Esfahani, fol.
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38v). At that early date some changes were made, among them the beginnings
of the ‘Ali Qapu palace (q.v.), but an overall new design did not come to
fruition, possibly because of opposition. The choice of Isfahan as the new
administrative and cultural center was based in part on the availability of
water—in the form of the Zayandarud—but was clearly politically motivated
as well. The city was located deep into the interior and thus far less exposed to
the Ottoman threat than Tabriz and even Qazvin had been. It was also well
positioned vis-a-vis the Persian Gulf, and thus played a pivotal role in Shah
‘Abbas’s territorial and commercial designs in that direction, which he
initiated shortly after Isfahan had become the new capital (Mazzaoui).

Both Eskandar Beg Torkaman and Molla Jalal Monajjem tell us that the royal
household moved to Isfahan and that Shah ‘Abbas proclaimed the city his
capital (maqarr-e dawlat) in 1006/1597-98, giving orders for the erection of
“magnificent” buildings (Eskandar Beg, tr. Savory, pp. 724; Molla Jalal, p. 161).
Most scholars in fact consider this year as the time of transfer of the Safavid
capital from Qazvin to Isfahan. Stephen Blake’s new interpretation, which
attaches crucial importance to the mentioning of the older design, is
convincingly refuted by Babaie (see Blake, and the review by Babaie, pp.
478-82; for the various phases of the new design, see also Haneda, 1990). It is
true that, from 1590 onward, Isfahan was often called dar al-saltana in the
sources, but we have to realize that it was not the capital in the modern sense
of the word. As had always been the case among rulers of nomadic
background and as would be true until the 19th century in Persia, the capital
really was where the ruler happened to be. The Dutch noted how, in the later
17th century, Isfahan’s population would swell by some 60,000 whenever the
shah returned to the city. Tabriz and Qazvin were still referred to as dar al-
saltana as well, after the “transfer” of the capital, and Shah ‘Abbas stayed in
Isfahan less than two months a year on average throughout his reign, less than
the three months he spent in Mazandaran as of 1619. Shah Safi was absent
from Isfahan for a full five years between 1631 and 1636. Still, Isfahan played
a central role from the inception of Safavid rule, with members of its
prominent families heavily represented in key bureaucratic positions as early
as Shah Esma‘il I's administration (Quiring-Zoche, pp. 252-52). That the city
grew in importance throughout the 1590s is suggested by the fact that Shah
‘Abbas made the trip to and from Qazvin at least eighteen times in this period
and visited Isfahan every year between 1590 and 1603 (Melville, p. 200). After
it became the capital, all coronation ceremonies were held in Isfahan. The city
in the course of time also gained more of a central focus as later shahs lost
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their appetite for campaigning. Shah ‘Abbas II was the last Safavid monarch
who spent considerable time on the battlefield, as well as in the royal
residence in Mazandaran. Especially the last two rulers, Solayman and Soltan-
Hosayn, rarely left the confines of their palace, and Soltan-Hosayn often
resided at Farahabad, the pleasure garden built outside Isfahan (although
between 1717 and 1721 the shah was absent from Isfahan, spending time in
Kasan and Qazvin and returning to the capital just a year before the fall of the
capital to the Afghans; Floor, 1998, pp. 31, 36). In sum, it may be said that
Isfahan gradually acquired the status of capital (Quiring-Zoche, p. 105).

Isfahan’s newly acquired status found expression in the construction of a new
governmental and commercial center southwest of the existing one, in a shift
in that direction that had begun under the Saljuqs (Gaube and Wirth, pp. 47,
54). A new royal square, the Meydan-e Naqgs-e Jahan, measuring 524 x 158 m,
formed the fulcrum of this development. The model for the meydan seems to
have been the meydan of the old city, although it has been suggested that the
meydan of Kerman, laid out by Ganj-‘Ali Khan in the late 16th century, served
as a model as well (Galdieri, 1974, p. 385; Gaube and Wirth, p. 55). The outline
of the meydan and the adjacent Qay-sariya bazaar was begun in 1001—a one-
year tax relief was granted for the purpose—and the Cahar Bag as well as the
Shaikh Lotf-Allah mosque were designed in 1002 (Kuzani Esfahani, foll. 61v,
74). In the year 1012/1603, the shops, the caravansaries, the bathhouses, and
the coffeehouses around the meydan were completed (Jona-badi, pp. 759-60).
The same year saw the first proposal to connect the waters of the Zayandarud
with those of the Kuhrang river. This scheme came up again in
102930/161619-20 and in the 1680s, but would only be executed in the 19th
century (Molla Jalal, p. 244; Eskandar Beg, pp. 1170-71, 1180 see i[2], above).
The Masjed-e Sah, anchoring the southern end of the square, was begun in
1020/1611. The mosque complex was virtually completed by the end of Shah
‘Abbas I’s reign, although additions and repairs continued to be made until
1078/1667 (Blake, p. 140). Following the completion of the royal square, the
Qaysariya bazaar, with its entry gate at the north end of the square, gradually
developed into a huge covered marketplace (for its development, see Gaube
and Wirth, pp. 31 ff.; Blake, pp. 101 ff.). Henceforth this part of the city would
be its preeminent commercial center, even if the old center continued to play
an important role in social life (see x, below).

In later years more building activity took place, mostly involving palaces. A
new royal palace took shape in the Nags-e jahan garden, adjacent to the new
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meydan, which had been a garden retreat for Shah Esma’‘il I. The palace grew
out a series of mansions, principally one owned by Farhad Khan (q.v.), but the
exact stages of its construction remain unclear (Eskandar Beg, II, p. 780; tr., I,
p- 977; discussion in Blake, pp. 58 ff.). The same is true of the building of the
‘Ali Qapu, the five-storey audience hall overlooking the meydan, which was
begun under Shah ‘Abbas but not used until the reign of Shah Safi (Galdi-eri,
1979). The Talar-e Tawila, the Ayena-Kana, and the Cehel Sotun (Forty
columns), too, date from this period; they were all built in the period 1635-47,
under the auspices and patronage of Mohammad Saru Taqi (Floor, 2002;
Babaie, 1994, pp. 128-29; idem, 2002, pp. 23-24). The Cehel Sotun was
constructed in 1056/1646 or 1057/1647. It was rebuilt after it burned down in
1706, and the structure as it exists today dates from that time (Blake, pp.
66-69). The Pol-e Kvaju was erected under Shah ‘Abbas II as well (see x, below).

The wall that had surrounded Isfahan for centuries and that had always
marked the boundary between the inner city and the suburbs continued to
exist, but by the early 17th century it had lost its significance as a defense
mechanism and thus was allowed to become dilapidated (Gaube and Wirth, p.
33; Haneda, 1996, pp. 370-72). The old city anyhow was unable to
accommodate ‘Abbas I's designs for a new capital, and much of the new
development took place beyond the perimeter of the wall. Southwest of the
new royal palace and the area around the square, new quarters such as
‘Abbasabad and Kvaju were developed in the western and southern suburb.
Craftsmen and merchants from all over the country were urged to come to
settle in Isfahan. Most notably, the shah resettled craftsmen from newly
conquered Tabriz to ‘Abbasabad and had Armenian merchants from Julfa
settle in New Julfa (Pers. Jolfa; see JULFA), which was specially built for them
at the southern bank of the Zayandarud. In the middle of these new quarters
ran the long and straight avenue of Caharbag from a gate of the old city to the
Hazar Jarib garden situated at the southern hill. Beautiful gardens were built
at both sides of the avenue. With its canals and their abundant water, the
greenery of its parks, its wide and straight streets and its spacious layout, the
urban plan of the new city suited the elite, government officials and the rich,
who came to settle down there from outside of Isfahan. Thus, the character of
the new city differed substantially from that of the old city, which maintained
the character of a traditional Persian city with its winding streets, small
houses, and little public greenery, and where most Isfahanis continued to live.

The building activities continued until nearly the end of the Safavid rule in the
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18th century. Various shahs also built pleasure gardens across the
Zayandarud. Thus Shah ‘Abbas I had ‘Abbasabad (Hazar Jarib) constructed as
an extension of the Caharbag ‘Abbas II created Sa‘adatabad in 1070/1659; and
Shah Soltan-Hosayn had Farahabad laid out in 1697, making further additions
and embellishments in 1711 and again in the period 1714-17 (Katuna-badi, pp.
562-63; NA, VOC 1856, 15 April 1714, fol. 714; Darhuhaniyan, p. 146; VOC 1870,
9 March 1715, foll. 614-15; VOC 1870, 25 November 1714, fol. 495; VOC 1848, 13
April 1715, fol. 2280v; VOC 1897, 3 December 1716, fol. 247; Honarfar, pp.
722-25; Blake, pp. 74-81). The Madrasa-ye Maryam Begom was built and
turned into wagqf (endowment) property by Maryam Begom, Shah Soltan-
Hosayn’s great aunt, in 1703 (Honarfar, pp. 662-67). The Madrasa-ye Caharbag,
the blue, lofty dome of which can be seen from anywhere in Isfahan, was also
built under the reign of Soltan-Hosayn, begun in 1704-05 and finished in
1706-07 (Katunabadi, p. 556; Herdeg). Isfahan and its buildings are always
associated with the name of Shah ‘Abbas I. In reality, however, they are the
cooperative work of many people, royal, religious, military and civil,
throughout the Safavid period (see x, below).

Various Western observers claimed that 17th-century Isfahan was the largest
city in all of Safavid Persia (Schillinger, p. 228). According to Jean Chardin
(q.v.), Isfahan had 162 mosques, 48 madrasas, 1,802 caravansaries, 273 public
baths, and 12 cemeteries within its walls (for an overview of the city’s
caravansaries, see Vademecum of Caravanserais in Isfahan). The exact number
of its population is not known, but clearly grew over time, especially after the
city gained the status of capital. Don Juan of Persia for the 1590s estimated
80,000 households and 360,000 inhabitants (Don Juan, p. 39). Thomas Herbert
(q.v.), visiting in 1627-29, calculated 70,000 households and a total of 200,000
people (Herbert, p. 126). Adam Olearius in 1637 gives a figure of 500,000
inhabitants (Olearius, p. 553). Chardin confirms this by suggesting that in the
late 17th century the population of Isfahan was almost as numerous as that of
London, then the biggest city in Europe with an estimated population of
500,000. Three-quarters of the population may have lived within the city walls,
and one-quarter outside of them (Blake, p. 38). This would have made late
Safavid Isfahan one of the biggest cities in the world, besides London, Istanbul,
Sahjahanabad (Delhi), Beijing, and Edo (Tokyo).

ADMINISTRATION

The post of hakem as the local governor of Isfahan goes back to the period
before the Safavids. In the 16th century, the hakem was often an individual of
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high rank in the larger administration. Thus two of the hokkam were also
preceptors of rulers, Durmis Khan for Sam Mirza, and Mohammad Khan for
the young Mohammad Koda-banda. In the early reign of Shah ‘Abbas I, Farhad
Khan served as hakem (Quiring-Zoche, p. 138).

Another one of Isfahan’s principal administrators was the daruga. In the 16th
century the daruga may have been appointed by the hakem, but later on it
was the shah who appointed him, something that is reflected in the rather
frequent mention of the position in the Persian chronicles. In the European
sources, the daruga is often equated with the post of mayor (Chardin, X, p. 28;
Fryer, III, p. 23; Kaempfer, p. 110). The jurisdiction is not always clear, but it
seems that, as a rule, the daruga was not in charge of fiscal matters. Initially
the function may have had a military aspect, but, as it evolved in the 17th
century, the daruga mostly dealt with issues of law and public security (Fryer,
III, p. 23; Minorsky, pp. 82, 149; Floor, 2001, p. 118). The association of the
function of daruga with crown domain (Floor, 2001, pp. 116-17) is not fully
borne out by the evidence. Already in the 15th century we hear of a daruga in
Isfahan (Quiring-Zoche, pp. 130, 134). In the Safavid period we have Mirza Jan
Beg, who was appointed daruga in 1530-31, three or four years before the
conversion of Isfahan to crown land (Haneda, p. 80). The appointment of
Georgians to the post also goes back further than 1620, for BiZan Beg Gorji
acceded to the post in 998/1590 and Kostandil (Constantine), the son of the
Georgian King Alexander II, was appointed daruga in 1602-03 (Kuzani
Esfahani, foll. 40b, 148; Maeda, pp. 261-62). Still, several non-Georgians were
appointed in later years, for instance, Tahta Khan Beg and Bektas Beg Ostajlu,
and only in 1620 did the post become the prerogative of a son of the governor
of Georgia, in an arrangement made by Shah ‘Abbas (Della Valle, II, p. 176;
Chardin, X, p. 29; Kaempfer, pp. 110-11). From that moment until the end of
Safavid rule, the daruga was always a Georgian.

From the moment Isfahan turned into crown domain, a vizier was appointed
as well (Quiring-Zoche, p. 145). Typically a golam, this official was assigned to
the divan-e kassa (office of the crown lands) and as such charged with the
fiscal administration of the town. The vizier also had a judicial function in
that, once a week, he had petitions read to him from people with grievances
(Pacifique de Provins, p. 393). However, the position was fluid. Thus in
1046/1636 the post of vizier was combined with that of the wazir-e mawqufat
(minister of property endowments) in the person of Mohammad-‘Ali Beg
Esfahani, but the two were divided again two years later, when Mirza Taqi
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Dawlatabadi became vizier and Mir Safi-al-Din Mo-hammad was appointed
wazir-e mawqufat (Eskandar Beg, 1938, p. 296).

The kalantar was another city official. He may have taken over from the ra’is
in the 16th century as a representative of the local population, as part of a
development whereby local notables made room for centrally appointed
bureaucratic officials, who were often outsiders. He should not be confused
with the Armenian kalantar of New Jolfa. Although appointed by the shah, he
was chosen in consultation with the people and served as an intermediary
between them and the authorities. One of his tasks was to defend the populace
against tyranny, including the tyranny of unscrupulous vendors, examine
their complaints and the grievances of merchants. He also acted as a mediator
with the guilds, and appointed the heads of city wards, the kadkodas.
Collecting rent and taxes appears to have been among his responsibilities as
well (Minorsky, p. 82; Rafi‘a, p. 73; Thevenot, p. 103; Fryer, III, p. 24; Sanson, p.
29; Quiring-Zoche, pp. 162-67; Aubin, p. 37; Floor, 2000, p. 46).

A MULTI-LINGUAL, MULTI-ETHNIC CITY

In the course of Shah ‘Abbas I's reign Isfahan developed into a lively,
cosmopolitan city, home to Muslims, Armenians, Georgians, and Jews, Indians,
as well as representatives of European religious orders and agents of trading
companies. The center of town, the Meydan-e Naqs-e Jahan, was frequently
the scene of popular games such as polo and gabaq-andazi, an archery game;
and there ram fighting, bull fighting, wolf baiting, and other forms of
entertainment were performed (examples in Della Valle, I, pp. 709-10, 713-14;
Chick, p. 184; Fi-gueroa, II, pp. 58 f.; Gaudereau, pp. 71-72). Following a
military victory, on holidays, and on the occasion of visits by important
foreign envoys, the Meydan and the bazaar were illuminated and
performances of jugglers and rope dancers staged (Jonabadi, pp. 805, 829-31;
Della Valle, I, pp. 821, 829; II, pp. 7-8, 36; Chardin, IX, pp. 329-30). People
mingled in the coffeehouses that flanked the square, lined the Cahar-bag, and
were also spread around various other neighborhoods, or sought oblivion in
the many establishments concentrated around the Old Meydan that served an
opium drink called kuknar (Matthee, 2005, p. 108). Seventeenth-century
Isfahan was also home to reportedly 12,000 prostitutes, who occupied the
porticos around the Meydan-e Naqs-e Jahan and also served their clientele in
an area between the Madrasa-ye Safaviya and the Fath-Allah mosque
(Matthee, 2000).
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By the middle of the 17th century, most people in Isfahan had become Shi‘ite
Muslim as a result of Safavid Shi‘ite propaganda policy. They occupied without
doubt the most important part of the urban society. There were two kinds of
Shi‘ite Muslims: Persian speakers and Turkic speakers.

People living in the old city of Isfahan were mostly Persian-speaking.
Government officials and their servants, merchants, artisans and their
apprentices, professors and students, all spoke Persian. Business and
preaching were usually done in Persian. Persian was without doubt the most
popular language in the city.

Turkic-speaking people were mainly found at the royal court. Even in the 17th
century, when the influence of the turcophone Qezelbas had diminished
considerably, people at the court continued to speak in Turkic. In the 16th
century, the wives and mothers of the king had usually been of Turkish origin.
Therefore it is not surprising that people spoke Turkic there in and around the
royal palace. However, in the 17th century, as most women in the harem were
of Georgian origin, they still retained the habit of speaking in Turkic.

In the city itself, the use of Turkic must have been very limited. However, in
caravansaries visited by people from Azarbaijan, for example, the common
language was Turkic. Members of Turkish tribes coming to the city for
commerce would have spoken Turkic as well. Thus, Turkic would have been
the second popular language. It was, however, only a colloquial language and
never was used as a literary language.

Isfahan was home to many Armenians as well. The city’s Armenians became
concentrated in Jolfa as part of a resettlement under Shah ‘Abbas II. Jolfa had
an estimated 20,000 inhabitants in the mid-17th century, a number that may
have gone up to 30,000 by the end of the century (Herzig, p. 81). These spoke
Armenian and for the most part belonged to the Armenian Orthodox church.
Most of them were merchants engaged in the trade of Persian silk and
precious metals. They had their own networks with compatriots in Europe and
India. In their dealings with other merchants in Isfahan they must have
spoken Persian.

Further, many of the city’s inhabitants were of Georgian, Circassian, and
Daghistani descent. Engelbert Kaempfer, who was in Persia in 1684-85,
estimated their number at 20,000 (Kaempfer, p. 204). Following an agreement
between Shah ‘Abbas I and Taimuraz Khan, Georgia’s last independent ruler,

10
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whereby the latter submitted to Safavid rule in exchange for being allowed to
rule as the region’s wali and for having his son serve as daruga of Isfahan in
perpetuity, a Georgian prince converted to Islam served as governor (Chardin,
X, p- 29; Kaempfer, pp. 110-11). He was accompanied by a certain number of
soldiers, and they spoke in Georgian among themselves. There must also have
been some Georgian Orthodox Christians. The royal court had a great number
of Georgian golams as well as Georgian women. Although they spoke Persian
or Turkic, their mother tongue was Georgian.

Isfahan was home to a large Indian community as well. Their presence was
particularly important from the commercial point of view. There were two
kinds of Indians, Muslim and Hindu. Indians formed a large ethnic community
in Isfahan, and their numbers is given as between ten and fifteen thousand
(Tavernier, I, pp. 421-22; Thevenot, p. 217). Merchants were engaged in the
trade of various Indian goods, such as textiles, indigo (a dyestuff, q.v.), sugar,
and tobacco. Hindu moneylenders had a good business, because Islamic law
prohibits Muslims from lending money for interest. The moneylending
business was almost an Indian monopoly. They spoke various languages,
including Urdu (q.v. at iranica.com), Hindi, and Gujarati (q.v.). Insofar as
commerce in Isfahan was concerned though, they certainly spoke in Persian.
Hindus often served European companies as interpreters and as brokers (Dale,
pp.- 70 ff.).

Besides these large groups, there were small communities of Persian-speaking
Zoroastrians and Jews. Catholics and Protestants, monks, merchants, and court
artisans, were present in small numbers, too. Most of them came from Europe
and returned there after several years. There were, however, several monks
like Raphael du Mans of the Capuchin order, who lived in Isfahan almost fifty
years and died there.

Social divisions were expressed in the distinction between the elite and the
common people, but also found expression in traditional rivalries in the old
city, where two groups, the Haydari and Ne‘mati (q.v.), representing the two
quarters of the old city, DardasSt and Jubara, periodically engaged in
communal fighting (Chardin, VII, pp. 289-93; Perry, pp. 107-18).

ISFAHAN IN CRISIS

Isfahan’s population is said to have grown by one-fifth or even one-fourth
between 1645 and 1665 (Richard, ed., II, p. 262). But thereafter, conditions
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grew worse for the city as part of an overall deterioration in political
management and economic wellbeing in Safavid territory in the second half of
the 17th century. In 1662, the city was struck by famine, causing people to
assemble in front of the dawlat-kana demanding measures against hoarding
(Wahid Qazvini, p. 307). In 1668-69, famine struck again. Its main cause was a
drought, but hoarding by bakers and grain merchants exacerbated the misery
of Isfahan’s residents, and the situation got even worse when, following Shah
Solayman’s coronation, the court and its huge entourage returned to the city
before adequate provisioning measures were taken (Chardin, IX, p. 571; X, pp.
2-4; NA, VOC 1266, 8 November 1668, foll. 155, 923v, 941; IOR, G/36/105, 14
August 1668, fol. 36). In the latter part of the 1670s the high cost of living and
growing deprivation caused a bread riot in the city, with people pelting
political officials with rocks. From early 1678 until mid-1679 in Isfahan alone,
more than 70,000 people are said to have died from a terrible famine. In 1678
the common people of the city rose in revolt against inflation and famine
(Matthee, 1999, p. 177).

In the second half of the 17th century, the position of religious minorities in
the city also worsened. Clerically inspired campaigns put pressure on Jews to
convert to Islam; the authorities took various measures to curb wine-drinking
and vices associated with coffeehouses, and several decrees were issued
restricting the activities of Armenian merchants and Catholic missionaries
(Moreen; Matthee, 2006a, pp. 84-94; idem, 2006b). The local Armenian
population was made more vulnerable to political and religious pressure by
internal splits in the community between Catholics and Schismatics
(Ghougassian, passim; Baghdiantz-McCabe, passim).

A new crisis hit Isfahan at the beginning of the 18th century as part of a
deepening malaise that affected all of Persia. In 1713 the Isfahan region was
made unsafe by Baktiari and Lor brigands, so that no caravans could leave or
enter the city unless accompanied by large contingent of soldiers (NA, VOC
1856, 9 October 1713, foll. 494-95). Too years later, famine struck again.
Exacerbated by a grain monopoly by harem eunuchs and high-ranking clerics,
this crisis pushed bread prices in the city so high that it caused people to riot
on 20 February 1715. Cursing the shah and his ministers, the rioters threw
rocks at the ‘Ali Qapu and damaged the gate of the royal kitchen. They also
assailed the residence of chief cleric Molla Mohammad Baqger Majlesi. The
shah (Soltan-Hosayn) thereupon dismissed the current city daruga, Qurcisah
Beg, who combined his function with that of supervisor of the city’s victuals
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(mohtaseb), and appointed Emamgqoli Khan Zangana, the amirakor-basi and a
son of grand vizier Sahqoli Khan, in his stead. The monarch also had officials
dispatched to the residence of Mir Mohammad-Bager to order him to offer a
large volume of grain on the royal square. This did not quell the unrest,
however. On 16 June 1715 the people forced the shah, who intended to leave
Isfahan, to stay in the city, and the next day they crowded together in front of
the royal palace and threatened to plunder and set fire to it (Floor, pp. 26-27;
Matthee, 2004, pp. 187-88). From that moment until the fall of the city to the
Afghans, the post of mohtaseb was rotated with increasing speed, but to little
avail. Food prices remained sky-high, and the misery in the city continued,
with theft, burglaries, and murder becoming common (NA, VOC 1897, 14
November 1716, fol. 237; ibid., 3 December 1716, fol. 268). Beggars were said to
be ubiquitous in the city and poverty had reached such levels that the poor
would quickly strip the flesh of any dead camel, mule, or horse left out on the
street (Worm, p. 293).

The Afghans arrived in Golnabad on 8 March 1722 and defeated the Persian
army, which, at about 40,000 men and an additional 30,000 infantry troops,
was at least twice as large as that of the Afghans. The Georgian contingent, the
only one to fight, was decimated. Losing some 4,000 to 5,000 soldiers on the
battlefield, the remainder of the Safavid army sought refuge in the city
(Lockhart, pp. 130-43; Floor, 1998, p. 87). Mahmud Gilzai with his Afghan tribal
forces then moved to Farahabad, which he took without meeting any
resistance. He next seized Julfa, where the inhabitants welcomed him with
food and wine and accepted him as their new ruler. After a few days of panic
in which the Afghans could have taken Isfahan proper, the inhabitants quickly
reinforced the defenses, and a long siege ensued. The city soon ran out of food,
and, especially toward the end of the summer, the misery grew to the point at
which people first took to eating tree bark, leaves, and dried excrement and
eventually resorted to cannibalism. After a six-month siege, the city fell to
Mahmud on 23 October 1722 (IOR, G/29/15, 20 October 1722, fol. 80; 30
November 1722, fol. 83; diary of the siege in Floor, 1998, pp. 83-176). Isfahan
suffered greatly during the assault and the ensuing occupation. It lost a large
part of its population, many of its buildings lay in ruins, and its economy was
destroyed. The city survived but its revival would take until the 19th century,
and it never regained its former importance.
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