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1

Slaves of the Shah

The epitome of the world is Iran, the epitome of
Iran is Isfaban, and the epitome of Isfahan is the
qaysariyya (royal bazaar), and there I am.

Mulah Salih Qazvini (d.1705)"

Our collaboration dates back to the symposium “The Marketplace of
Identities: Cross-Cultural Themes in Seventeenth-century Isfahan’,
held at the Getty Center for the History of Art and the Humanities in
January 1996. There we discovered our shared interest in the visual
and literary expressions of Safavid culture (1501-1722). Each of us
had taken a separate disciplinary path to arrive at similar readings of
the post-Shah Abbas I era (1629-66). Contrary to common assumption
among Safavid historians, we considered it not a period of decline
but one of vitality and innovation. The foundation for this book was
finally laid in 1998, when we organized a joint panel on the Safavid
slave household at the Second Biennial Conference of the Society for
Iranian Studies.” Beyond the prospect of presenting Safavid historio-
graphy with the first in-depth study of the slave system, this publication
has given us a unique opportunity of learning and sharing and a
sense of the exciting leaps scholars can take when collaborating on
a project.

The institution of the ghulam-i kbassa-yi sharifa (royal household
slave) — the subject of this book — is the thread that ties our research
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together. It is one of the systems of rule the Safavids capitalized on
in the early seventeenth century to consolidate authority. Slaves from
the Caucasus dominated Safavid politics in this era, yet the subject
still remains to be studied thoroughly. Emanating from new readings
of art, architecture, economy, religion and politics, this book initiates
an inquiry into different dimensions of Safavid slave society. Although
not a comprehensive study, together our research forms a mosaic that
conjures a picture richer than any of us had individually imagined.
Because of our multicentric approach to Safavid slave society we
decided to write a joint introduction to explain our conception of
the book. Individually each chapter explores a particular aspect of
the institution of slavery, but collectively the book underlines the
social networks of slaves and their engagement in the political and
cultural life of Safavid Iran.

It is indeed possible to write a history of the organization of slavery
in the seventeenth century, but instead we have highlighted cases that
typify the agency of the slaves of the royal household and encapsulate
the potentialities and vulnerabilities of their status. Furthermore,
we deliberately focus on the first half of the seventeenth century as a
way to gauge the impact of the centralizing policies of Abbas I
(1587-1629). The reigns of the two subsequent monarchs Shah Safi I
(1629-42) and Shah Abbas II (1642-66) offer an abundance of
primary Persian sources in contrast to the dearth of chronicles for
the closing decades of the Safavids. While European travelogues testify
to the continued prominence of slaves in politics until the fall of the
Safavid dynasty, these representations need to be explored alongside
Persian religious, epistolary and literary sources. We hope that our
book will provide a threshold for such future Safavid studies.

In modern Western history, the term ‘slavery’ is usually associated
with images of plantation slaves and as such the term itself fits poorly
into the Islamicate understanding and practice of slavery. Although
agricultural slavery did exist in the Islamic world, the most common
form of slavery was domestic and military. Western slavery is tied to
constructions of race and ethnicity that in theory exclude the possibi-
lity of manumission and empowerment. In the Islamic world, slavery
is a process that begins with enslavement of non-Muslims, converts
them and recommends their subsequent manumission. It is religion



SLAVES OF THE SHAH 3

rather than ethnic affiliation that justifies enslavement in Muslim legal
discourse. The potential for becoming a free Muslim differentiates
the Islamic system of slavery from the Judeo-Christian model. While
the particularities of Islamic slavery may lead to romantic readings,
the fact remains that former slaves attained positions of power, such
as generals, governors, viziers and sultans (mamluks).

The Islamic practice of slavery is modelled on the example of the
Prophet Muhammad, who broke with the ancient tradition by freeing
his household slave, Zayd, adopting him as a Muslim son and
marrying him off to his cousin. As with many other customs, the
believer emulates Muhammad in the path of piety and submission.
Religiously sanctioned, slavery in Islam is believed to reward the
pious with a place in heaven. Just as the master attains salvation, the
slave’s conversion transforms his identity from the abject other to
that of a member of the Muslim community (umma) with all of its
attendant social stratifications. Slaves are thus incorporated as con-
cubines and adopted sons into the household. Sheltered, fed and
educated, they enter a relationship that presumes unconditional loyalty
and service to their master. Although Muhammad urged kindness
toward the enslaved, they remained at the mercy of their master,
who possessed them both physically and legally. Notwithstanding
the abuse they frequently suffered, slaves did develop intimate ties
with the master’s family as one of its members — bonds that endured
beyond their legal ownership.

In general, only the elite owned slaves, whether as adopted sons
(pages), eunuchs or concubines. All slaves were uprooted, but eunuchs
were desexualized as well. Their castration gave them access to the
most private sphere of the household, the harem, where they were
entrusted with the special task of protecting and serving the women
and educating the children. Trained in a variety of arts and sciences,
from reading and writing to horsemanship and the crafts, eunuchs
were also assimilated into cultural and social codes that governed their
private and public lives. In turn, eunuchs transmitted their know-
ledge and skills to a new generation of the household, both bio-
logical offspring of their master and adopted slave-sons. As mentors,
they forged strong bonds with their wards, and these relationships,
nurtured through trust, loyalty and mutual dependence, endured over
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time and space. Loyalty, however, was not unconditional, nor did
it guarantee protection from the shifting power dynamics of the
household.

Eunuchs also enjoyed proximity to women of the household, in
particular to concubine-mothers. Once the concubine gave birth to
a son and became the mother of a free and legitimate male heir, her
status within the household changed. Like the eunuch, the concubine-
mother (umm walad) entered the homosocial world of domestic
politics. Eunuchs, adopted sons and concubines now functioned as
channels through which the patriarch directed power to his advantage.
This triumvirate could neutralize potential challenges from sons to
patriarchal authority. They could also serve the interests of other
elements of the household, creating competing configurations of power
around sons of the master living in the harem. Moreover, eunuchs,
concubines and military slaves created networks of alliances that
extended beyond the household into the realms of the court, the
marketplace and the battlefield.

In the Islamic world, the outlines of the institution of domestic
slavery are manifest on a grander and more complex scale in the
context of a royal household. In this larger domain, military slaves
were introduced to protect, expand and administer the realm. Once
educated at court, the most talented and loyal among them were
privileged as adopted sons and sent out to the barracks or the pro-
vinces as representatives of the royal household. They served in key
positions as viziers, governors and generals and helped to uphold
dynastic sovereignty by countering internal opposition from tribes
or prominent local notables.

Historically, military slavery allowed Muslim rulers to contain the
decentralizing tendencies of tribal forces. With the spread of Islam’s
visionary ideals through conquest, Arab tribes came to settle in and
around urban centres between the lands of the Nile and the Oxus.
Already during the reign of the first Islamic dynasty, the Umayyads
(661-750), Arab tribal solidarities along with messianic uprisings
threatened the hegemony of the empire. Out of this faltering system
an empire arose in Baghdad that was backed by a new configuration
of forces composed of Persians and Arab tribes loyal to the Abbasids
(750-1258), a family whose legitimacy hinged on their descent from
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the Prophet’s uncle, Abbas. The realignment of tribal connections and
local interests once again exposed the vulnerability of the Abbasids,
prompting them to turn to Turkic forces residing outside the abode
of Islam (dar al-Islam) on its eastern periphery. Once uprooted from
their tribal groupings, these Turkic warriors were considered well-
suited for military slavery. As local antagonism toward the new
military elite was endemic, the Abbasids moved away from Baghdad
and created a new centre of authority in nearby Samarra. The open
spaces on the banks of the Tigris allowed the Abbasids to build an
altered socio-military structure.

Although short-lived, Samarra was a palace conceived on the
scale of a city by and for the Abbasid household and their military
slaves.’ There eunuchs played a pivotal role, training a newly con-
verted military elite, who would protect the Abbasid boundaries,
now expanding from North Africa to Central Asia. The structural ties
that bound slaves to their tutors, the eunuchs, served as the backbone
of imperial sovereignty. This new socio-military slave system was
meant to function in unison with the caliph, yet it formed its separate
alliances threatening the hegemony of the Abbasids. The influx of
already-converted Turkic tribes continued to undermine Abbasid
sovereignty as regional dynasties in the eastern provinces, such as
the Samanids (819-997), the Buyids (932-1062), the Ghaznavids
(997-1186) and the Saljugs (1038-1194) established themselves also
by drawing on military slavery. The fabric of Abbasid control began
to unravel with such challenges from the East and the establishment
of rival caliphates like the Fatimids (909-1171) on the western fron-
tiers. Intermittent incursions of Turkic tribes into sedentarized eastern
domains culminated in the Mongol invasions and the conquest of
Baghdad in 1258.

The murder of the caliph marked the end of Abbasid rule and
opened the Islamic world to new formations of Turco-Mongol sup-
remacy. Ironically, it was the Mamluks of Egypt, a military slave
sultanate (1250-1517), who halted the western expansion of the
Mongols. This clash was symbolic of a recurring tension between
slave armies and tribal forces that shaped the dynamics of regional
politics in the following centuries. It has been argued by the eminent
Mamluk scholar David Ayalon that were it not for military slavery,
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the western Islamic frontiers would have collapsed under foreign
incursions, whether the Mongols or the Crusaders.* The Turks and
Mongols did settle in the East, in Asia Minor and the Iranian plateau,
where a symbiosis of nomadic steppe and Irano-Muslim traditions
gave birth to a variety of legitimizing discourses articulated by the
Ilkhanids, Timurids, Ottomans, Safavids, Uzbeks and Mughals. Each
derived their universalist legitimacy from either the Chingiz Khanids
or the Oghuz Turks, as well as Irano-Islamic ideals of kingship and
statecraft. And each chose a particular military strategy of rule.

Islamic historiography has focused mainly on the subject of slavery
in the Abbasid, Mamluk and Ottoman realms.®* Whereas all post-
Mongol polities were brought to power by tribal armies, only the
Ottomans and the Safavids appropriated military and domestic slavery
as an imperial institution. The Safavid case fills a major gap in the
historiography of slave studies and further underlines the distinctive
nature of this Muslim institution. It also provides a basis for future
comparative studies.®

The founder of the Safavid dynasty, Shah Ismail (r. 1501-24) was
a mystic who claimed to be the Messiah and aimed to establish a
divine Shi’i kingdom on earth championed by an army of Turkman
devotees. These disciples, referred to as Red Heads (Qizilbash),
became the governors and generals who administered and protected
the Safavid realms. Following the death of the mystic-king Ismail in
1524, Iran was plagued by two civil wars (1524-36 and 1576-90)
between rival tribal factions that nearly eclipsed Safavid rule. Already
during the reign of Ismail’s son, Shah Tahmasb (r. 1524-76), a slave
military solution was introduced as Christian Georgian slaves captured
in battle were forcibly brought to the court in Qazvin. It was Shah
Abbas I (r.1587-1629) who fully institutionalized military and dom-
estic slavery and broke with the Safavid tribal and messianic past.
Here began the slave chapter of Safavid history — newly converted
slaves were appointed to occupy key military and administrative posts,
supplanting the Qizilbash elite.

The introduction of the slave system created a new basis of rule
that allowed Shah Abbas I to defuse the threat of tribal solidarities
by adopting a master-slave paradigm. The designation ghulam (slave)
in Safavid political discourse signifies loyalty to the patriarch, be it
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the master of the household, the governor or the Shah. The master—
slave schema in the Safavid context manifests itself in three dominant
forms — tribal, shahsevan (lovers of the Shah) and converted slaves.
The Safavid rise to and precarious hold on power depended on their
relationship with Turkman tribal chiefs (khans), originally from
Anatolia and Syria. These new tribes were reconfigured around a
mystical devotion to the Safavid shahs. As representatives of indivi-
dual tribes, the khans were rewarded with positions of power in
return for military support and loyalty. Power bestowed could mean
power seized; indeed, the khans created their own alliances, chal-
lenging the authority of the shahs.

The new master-slave paradigm, already opted for by Shah
Tahmasb and consolidated by Abbas I, served as a counter-measure
to the tribal mode of rule. To create fissures in the tribal structure,
Abbas I patronized individual tribal members, such as Ganj Ali Khan,
demanding in return their unconditional loyalty and love to the
person of the Shah, hence the term ‘shabsevan’ or lovers of the Shah.”
This development introduced a new conception of authority where
devotion was no longer based on either spiritual belief or the interest
of tribal collectives, but on individual relationships and gains.®

The slave system completed this break away from the past and
proved to be the most effective means to preserve the vitality of the
Safavid household with the Shah at its apex. Uprooted from their
indigenous socio-political networks, the slaves were transplanted into
a reconfigured imperial court. Once enslaved, the Shah invested them,
through conversion, with a new Muslim identity predicated upon
Shi’i loyalty to the ‘Shadow of God on Earth’, the Safavid Shah. The
shift from master—disciple to master—slave system of rule entailed
similar expectations of loyalty and devotion. The slaves’ social and
religious transformation, however, rendered them structurally more
linked to and dependent on the household. Safavid historiography
tends to limit ghulamhood to converted Christians. Yet, Safavid
practice and discourse suggests greater elasticity in the functional
definition of loyalty and devotion to the royal household. This broader
conception of ghulamhood encompassed not only the converted
Christian slaves or the lovers of the Shah, the shabsevan, but also
allowed a castrated commoner such as Saru Taqi to enter the arena
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of politics. That no civil wars threatened the Safavid throne in the
seventeenth century is testimony to the less precarious nature of the
master—slave model.

Shah Abbas I’s decision to move the capital from Qazvin to Isfahan
encapsulates the antagonism wrought by a new socio-military system,
one that could not survive within a Qizilbash-dominated order.
Conceived at a similar historic juncture as Samarra, Abbas I’s Isfahan
served as a new physical and cultural environment from which the
ruler and his slave household extended their power throughout the
empire.

The creation of Isfahan as a capital city coincides with a major
shift in Safavid administrative practice. Whereas in the past Safavid
princes had been entrusted to Qizilbash provincial governors, now
they were kept at court in Isfahan under the close supervision of
eunuchs, who had replaced Qizilbash tutors as loyal servants of the
household. This development eclipsed the independent power of
Qizilbash governors, which had allowed them to manipulate princes
and use them as pawns against the ruling king. The physical presence
of princes at court also strengthened their ties to their mothers and
in turn enhanced the sphere of female influence. Together with the
eunuchs, who had access to both the domestic sphere of the harem
and the public world, this triumvirate centred itself in the orbit of
Safavid politics by relying on princes as the catalyst for actualizing
their political and economic interests. When concubines replaced
princesses as mothers of future heirs after the death of Abbas I, the
power of eunuchs, slave-mothers and military slaves penetrated from
the harem to the palace in Isfahan and beyond into the provinces.

Part of Shah Abbas I’s vision for centring the capital in Isfahan
entailed the consolidation of the clergy and the introduction of the
Armenian merchant community as two auxiliary pillars in addition
to that of the slaves. A Shi’i clerical establishment (u#lama) had
been patronized by the first Safavid shahs (Ismail and Tahmasb) as
representatives of the new religion of the Iranian realms in which
Sunnism had been hegemonic. These Shi’i clerics interpreted Divine
Law (shari‘a), providing religio-legal legitimacy for the political aspir-
ations and the centralizing tendencies of the Safavid Empire. The
third pillar was represented by a community of Armenian merchants
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who were deported from Julfa on the Aras River by Abbas I in 1604
and settled in New Julfa of Isfahan. The brutality of the resettlement
notwithstanding, the protected status of the Armenians in Isfahan
signified direct integration into the royal household, and their mer-
cantile skills were effectively used to facilitate the exchange of Persian
silk for foreign silver. As members of the royal household, the ghulams
and the Armenians were partners in the production, sale and export
of silk. This collaboration ensured the flow of silver back into the
royal treasury to pay the salaries of court functionaries and finance
imperial building projects.

The transformation of the household was accompanied by the
conversion of state lands (mamalik) into crown lands (khassa) (Fig.1).
As was the practice in the first century of Safavid rule, Qizilbash
governors of state lands wielded considerable control over the financial
and military administration of their province. Unlike the ghulams,
the Qizilbash did not depend on the royal treasury for their salaries.
Rather, they were awarded land grants (¢iyul), the source of their
independence. Their principal contribution, in turn, consisted of
providing the shahs with troops and provisions during campaigns.
When Shah Abbas I replaced Qizilbash governors with slaves, he
facilitated the conversion of such state lands into his personal dom-
inion. The Shah’s vision of a centralized empire could only be realized,
however, once he was able to quell the Qizilbash uprisings and put
an end to the second civil war in 1590. Consolidating the western
(Ottoman) and eastern (Uzbek) frontiers, Abbas I began to incor-
porate revenue from the provinces directly into the private treasury
of his court, a process that fully matured under the reigns of his
successors, Safi I (1629-42) and Abbas II (1642-66). Now, the royal
treasury, enriched by new revenues generated from crown lands as
well as silk exports, could finance the salaries of military and domestic
slaves of the household, support the construction of a new capital
city and sustain the process of centralization.

The year 1590 marks a turning point in Safavid history. It not only
coincided with the end of the second civil war and the decision to
keep princes at court (cage system), but it also inaugurated a new mil-
lennium of Islamic history. One thousand years had elapsed since the
Hijra — the advent of Islam. Muslim apocalyptic discourse envisioned
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the arrival of a Messiah who would establish a divine kingdom on
earth in the year 1000 (1590-91). Abbas I would have to contend
with one such millennial expectation. From amongst the mystical
order of the Nugtavis arose a dervish who claimed to be this Messiah.
His charisma had attracted a wide following, ranging from Qizilbash
courtiers to denizens of Safavid Iran, thereby threatening the sover-
eignty of Abbas I. The monarch eventually eliminated the Nuqtavi
challenge, appropriating the symbols embedded in such apocalyptic
expectations to represent himself as the legitimate ruler who would
assume this new universal mandate.

The conception of Isfahan in 1590-91 represents Abbas I’s vision
of a divine kingdom on earth (Fig.2). The new Isfahan was built
outside the boundaries of the medieval city, but unlike Samarra it
was intentionally connected to the old city. The expanded commer-
cial network of the bazaar served as an artery linking the old urban
centre to a vast public square (Maydan-i Nagsh-i Jahan), the site of a
new focal point around which the economic, political and religious
facets of Safavid reform gravitated. Architecturally, the square and
its surrounding structures represented the main pillars of Safavid
centralization. The royal bazaar, epitomizing the financial spine of
the empire, was complemented on the opposite side of the square by
the congregational mosque — the royal icon of Shi’i identity. On the
perpendicular axis of the square, the palace and residence of the
reconfigured household faced a private mosque that encapsulated
the personal piety on which Abbas I based his divine vision.

In 1601, Abbas I embarked on another symbolic act, a pilgrim-
age on foot from Isfahan to Mashhad, as a public performance of
pious devotion to Imam Riza, the son of the eponymous Imam Musa
Kazim of the Safavid House. He rendered this act of piety with
reverence for Imam Riza as part of a vow (nazr) he had made asserting
his public commitment to the Shi’i faith.” The Shah’s subsequent gift
of the entire maydan as a benefaction to the ‘Fourteen Immaculate
Ones’ (Muhammad, his daughter Fatima, and the 12 Shi’i imams),
may have been linked to this very vow he had promised to fulfil in
the name of the Family of the Prophet."

After Shah Abbas I, the Safavid sedentarized court lived in and
governed from the capital city. To accommodate this arrangement,
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the palace precinct, flanked by the square and a public promenade,
became the centre of power. The ceremonial and residential spaces
of the palace, segregated into public (birun) and private (andarun)
spheres, complemented each other in the political dynamics of the
household and the implementation of adopted policies. Concubines,
royal children, pages and eunuchs — the reconfigured household -
lived in the sanctity of the harem. Representing different branches of
government, courtiers convened in the public arenas of the palace,
from where they executed imperial decrees issued from the harem.
Daily audiences and frequent banquets in the outer court provided
the setting for the ceremonial enactment of politics. For the feeding,
clothing and furnishing of the enormous household and its entourage,
the palace required many different workshops that were responsible
for activities ranging from cooking to tailoring to candle-making.
The court also played a central role in cultural production by
supporting palace workshops specializing in luxury items such as
jewellery, precious objects, textiles and manuscripts. Additionally,
its patronage extended beyond the court, where carpets and a variety
of other portable objects were produced. The style and taste of the
Safavid household played a central role in shaping a distinct visual
language that permeated both the capital and the provinces.

As slaves began to consolidate their power, they seized the post
of superintendent of the royal workshops (nazir-i buyutat) during the
reigns of Safi I and Abbas II. Ghulams procured materials for the
workshops and managed the production and distribution of luxury
goods. The nazir (superintendent) finalized each workshop’s budget
and submitted it to the grand vizier for approval. Only then would
the treasury provide the cash and goods to the workshops for court
consumption. The real power of the nazir rested in his control over
the expenditure of the entire royal household (khassa). At the height
of ghulam hegemony, the post of grand vizier was held by the eunuch
Saru Taqi (1634-45) and all key positions in the military and financial
structure were occupied by slaves.

The places of leisure of the palace precinct lay alongside the public
promenade of the Chahar Bagh (Four Gardens). Here an entire out-
door culture of pleasure featured a tree-lined promenade that included
water-channels, ornamental pools and a series of gateway structures
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available for public use. The promenade stretched beyond the Zayanda
River over a bridge constructed by Allah Virdi Khan, the first ghulam
to become governor and commander-in-chief of the army of Abbas
I. Court functionaries were rewarded with the grant of large plots
of land along the Chahar Bagh, in which they were mandated to
build mansions in garden settings modelled after the palace (Fig.5).
These mansions lined the sides of the promenade south of the river
all the way to Shah Abbas I’s suburban palace of Hizar Jarib.

In addition to the residential quarters for the slave courtiers, an
important component of the new Isfahan entailed the planned settle-
ment of the Armenians and the merchant community deported from
Tabriz. Under the supervision of the slave household, new residential
quarters for Armenian and Tabrizi merchants were constructed on
the western side of the Chahar Bagh. Interestingly, the Shi’i religious
establishment resided primarily in the vicinity of the new square and
seems to have been excluded from Shah Abbas I’s planned suburbs.

Although the Armenian merchants of New Julfa preserved their
identity as Christians, they, like the newly converted slaves, were
acculturated into the Safavid household as well. This integration is
manifest in the architecture and decoration of their private and public
structures. Particularities of spatial organization and decorative
strategies notwithstanding, Armenian churches are architectoni-
cally indistinguishable from contemporary mosques in Isfahan. The
mechanisms of integration may be exemplified by the simultaneous
involvement of Muhibb Ali Beg, the tutor of the ghulams and the
supervisor of the royal buildings of Isfahan, in both the Maydan
project and the New Julfa Cathedral, which ensured the uniformity
of architectural language and building technology.

Mansions, whether belonging to converted slaves, Armenian
merchants or the high-ranking clergy, share distinct characteristics
that define their social status as elites. The royal example was appro-
priated in the architectural and decorative features of these mansions
through inspired details like pillared porches, centrally planned rec-
eption halls, monumental figural wall paintings and processional
garden settings. Such idiomatic quotations manifest the politico-
cultural assimilation of the new elites. In this era of centralization,
even provincial governors came to maintain a residence in Isfahan.
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The conceptual and physical centring of the pillars of the empire in
Isfahan marks a break with the Turco-Mongol nomadic heritage of
the Safavids, inaugurating an age of absolutism.

In addition to building for the Shah in the capital, the royal
household slaves were responsible for creating an infrastructure that
would link the court to the provinces. In key revenue-producing
centres, such as Fars, Kirman and Mazandaran, provincial slave
governors contributed to the empire’s economic vitality by facili-
tating Safavid reforms. Three slave-governors, Allah Virdi Khan in
Fars, Ganj Ali Khan in Kirman and Saru Taqi in Mazandaran, built
roads, bridges, bazaars and caravanserais, assuring the flow of
craftsmen, goods, revenues and ideas. By appointing his slaves — a
ghulam, a shabsevan and a eunuch - to provinces throughout his
private domains (kbassa), the reconfigured household in Isfahan
extended itself to the peripheries of the empire. Together the extended
Safavid family facilitated and safeguarded regional and international
trade through both maritime and land routes.

On the eastern frontier of the empire, Shah Abbas I placed
Qarachagay Khan, a ghulam of Armenian origin, as governor of the
economically and politically strategic province of Khurasan. Its capital,
Mashhad, benefited from these developments and was revived as a
centre of pilgrimage and Shi’i piety. During the period of Qizilbash
dominance, the shrine of the founder of the Safavid order (Shaykh
Safi, d. 1334) at Ardabil in the northwest was a locus of ancestral ven-
eration. With the consolidation of Shi’ism after the accession of Shah
Abbas I, Mashhad, the site of the tomb of the eighth Imam Riza,
emerged as the new imperial religious icon. Supplanting the dynastic
significance of Shaykh Safi’s tomb with that of Imam Riza signalled
a move away from a mystic past to a normative present. While the
Qizilbash generals were devotees of this Safavid mystical order and
solidified their ties through royal marriages, the ghulams were poised
to uphold the new Shi’i identity of the Shah and entered the house-
hold as adopted brothers and sons. Abbas I’s decision to transfer
Qarachagay Khan from Azerbaijan in the northwest to Khurasan
also served simultaneously to preempt potential ethnic solidarities
with the large Armenian community in Azerbaijan and safeguard
the religious site of Mashhad from continuous Uzbek incursions.
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For three generations this slave family governed and dominated
the political and cultural life in Mashhad. Their interest in the arts
of the book and other luxury goods, paralleled by Ganj Ali Khan’s
patronage of architecture in Kirman, placed them within the nexus
of a Safavid elite who helped shape a hegemonic visual culture, per-
meating the centre and periphery. Painters, calligraphers and architects
circulated between Isfahan and the provinces, crystallizing a distinctive
Safavid artistic canon.

Groomed at court, slaves were educated and converted to a new
identity that would define their privileged status. Their patronage
of classical Persian literature, religious institutions and commerce
demonstrates the degree of their participation in this altered Safavid
system. While the assimilation of the Armenian residents of the
capital did not entail a religious conversion, they too shared in the
articulation of the Safavid imperial discourse that coloured their
surroundings.

Slavery in the Safavid household reveals the power of emotional
bonds that transcend the pragmatics of rule. In the sixteenth century,
Shah Abbas I grew up in the eastern provincial capital of Herat
under the tutelage of a Qizilbash governor. Iran was in the midst of
the second civil war (1576-90), and Abbas I was a victim of Qizilbash
politics, which jockeyed princes to promote their own interests. He
shared these childhood experiences with royal pages in the harem;
with them, rather than with his kin and Qizilbash tutors, he dev-
eloped ties of brotherhood. Once he was placed on the throne, Shah
Abbas I killed his Qizilbash guardian and then dismantled the practice
of sending out his sons to Qizilbash-dominated provinces. Instead,
the ghulams undertook the tutoring of the princes and pages in
Isfahan, inculcating similar fraternal bonds that had marked his youth.
To gain a sense of these bonds one need only note that, whereas
paranoia led Abbas I to kill or blind all his sons, he granted the
accoutrements of rule to his adopted brothers. The reciprocal loyalty
of pages like Qarachagay Khan and Ganj Ali Khan led to their
appointment by Abbas I as governors of his key provinces. Relying
on the personal devotion of his companions over the fickle Qizilbash
elite, the Shah entrusted them with the implementation of his re-
formist vision.
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As a protégé of the Shah, the shahsevan Ganj Ali Khan ruled the
province of Kirman as an appanage, commanded troops and had
the licence to build on a royal scale. The commercial centre and
public square of Kirman exude his confidence as a trusted brother.
Abbas I confided the command of his united armed forces to
another slave, Allah Virdi Khan. In this era of Isfahani absolutism
the Qizilbash could no longer control the military backbone of the
empire. To confirm this break with the past, Abbas I appointed Allah
Virdi Khan to the governorship of Fars. Indeed, he was a valiant
warrior in the battlefield, for he earned the position of commander-
in-chief once he secured the eastern province of Khurasan from the
Uzbeks and the island of Bahrain in 1602, which paved the way for
his son’s recapture of the island of Hormuz from the Portuguese.

Abbas I’s relationship with his slaves was not confined to frat-
ernal ties. Allah Virdi Khan was in fact older than the Shah, and as
contemporary sources portray him, he served as a father-figure.
Muhibb Ali Beg, the tutor of the slaves, played a similar paternal
role in Abbas I’s household in Isfahan. Just as Allah Virdi Khan
commanded the army, Muhibb Ali Beg trained a generation of slaves
who managed the imperial enterprise in the first half of the sev-
enteenth century. Two of the most important public structures in
Isfahan bear the names of these father-figures — the Allah Virdi
Khan Bridge and the Royal Mosque. Slave-members of this surrogate
family articulated the Safavid language of power through the imple-
mentation of military, administrative and economic reforms. This
discourse of absolutism was visually represented in a multitude of
forms, whether in illustrated Persian classics, in a bridge that
connected the suburban settlements of slave courtiers and Armenian
and Tabrizi merchants to the heart of the city, or in the congre-
gational mosque that symbolized Shi’i piety.

According to Chardin’s estimate, a thousand ghulams served the
Shah and three thousand eunuchs resided at the court in Isfahan by
the middle of the seventeenth century." Little is known about the
physical dwellings of the eunuchs and concubines, but we can
assume that, as in the Ottoman case, they resided along with their
female slave-owners within the threshold of the harem. Thus, they
shared their habitat with the princes and future shahs of the
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household. The communication between the sanctified harem and
the outer world was facilitated through a sequence of progressively
restricted gateways that were collectively known as the Harem Gate
and were located south of the Ali Qapu palace on the maydan.
Black eunuchs guarded entry into the heart of the court, while both
black and white eunuchs functioned as a conduit between the
boundaries of the inner and outer domestic worlds. In the semi-
public zone of the court (birun), eunuchs and ghulams, as well as
Tajik and Turkman functionaries engaged in the daily administration
of the palace and the realms, working in the chancellery, the guard-
house, the kitchens, the workshops, the gardens, the stables and the
audience halls. A ready supply of pages, reserved for household
service, is reported by Chardin to have resided in the so-called
Khana-yi Gav (Cow House) in the Abbasabad district, where wealthy
merchants lived."

The most loyal and capable of the ghulams, like Qarachaqay
Khan, rose to the highest echelons and enjoyed access to the Shah.
They not only lived in the vicinity of the court in Isfahan, but also
accompanied the Shah on campaigns, hunting expeditions, imperial
receptions and audiences. This camaraderie between the Shah and
his slave is captured in a number of official Safavid and Mughal
paintings, representing them either alone or in the presence of the
Shah (Fig.3). Prominent slaves like Allah Virdi Khan, Qarachaqay
Khan and his son were honoured with burial at the sanctuary of
Imam Riza in Mashhad, a privileged space reserved for the intern-
ment of the Safavid bloodline.

Just as Shi’ism gained ascendancy in Abbas I’s shari‘a-based
empire, the ghulam converts adopted the Shah’s identification with
and propagation of the faith through the patronage of religious
institutions. Saru Taqi, for instance, utilized architecture to both
inscribe himself as an individual member of the royal household and
link his own name with servitude to the Shah. The collective identity
of the household does not preclude the sense of individuality of
prominent slave-members. Notwithstanding their privileged status,
the ghulams were still bound by the discourse and dynamics of the
court and were vulnerable to its competing interests. Muhibb Ali
Beg, who held the prestigious post of the tutor of the ghulams, or
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the grand vizier Saru Taqi, did not escape the vicissitudes of court
politics. Prominent as they were, one was disgraced and banished
from the court, the other was murdered. Even Allah Virdi Khan’s
descendants, who inherited his position as governors of Fars and
continued to serve the Safavid household, were not spared. Suc-
cession struggles after the death of Abbas I witnessed a competition
between slave factions over the candidacy of Safavid princes. Allah
Virdi Khan’s grandson took advantage of the political vacuum by
minting a coin in his own name, a claim to sovereignty that cost him
his head.

Ethnic and social solidarities among the slaves could enhance
collaboration and create fissures in the competition for access to the
Shah, his concubine-mother and chief eunuchs — major actors in
household politics. For instance, Georgian ghulams vied for influence
amongst each other as well as against their Circassian counterparts.'
Traces of resentment by the denizens of Isfahan reveal the irony in the
status of the converted and politically entrenched ghulams. Muslim
antipathy toward converted Armenians and Georgians took dif-
ferent forms. Turkmans resented them for they had usurped the reigns
of power, replacing the Qizilbash emirs; clerics never got over their
disdain for the ‘unclean’ (najis) Christians, even after conversion.
Race, too, played a role in the way Isfahanis perceived the ghulams.
The late-seventeenth-century testimony of an anonymous widow
voices contempt for Aga Kamal, the black eunuch treasurer of Shah
Sultan Husayn (1694-1722)."* On her pilgrimage to Mecca, she
remarks playfully on a caravanserai constructed by Aqa Kamal in
the vicinity of Isfahan, comparing its abject blackness to a brick
oven (kura). In its darkness, she says, it resembled a palace in hell
just as its ignoble builder resembled a pest. Black eunuchs were
generally perceived as ruthless, coarse and ugly. Chardin, in his
reference to another black eunuch, Aqa Kafur, who held the same
position during the reigns of Shah Abbas II and Shah Sulayman
(1666-94), adds rudeness towards foreigners and local dignitaries
to these vile characteristics."

Although the trajectory of ghulam dominance in Safavid house-
hold politics during the last half of the seventeenth century remains
to be explored, the examples of Aqa Kamal and Aga Kafur speak to
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the continued power they wielded. Both Persian and European sources
attest to the supremacy of the ghulams at the accession of Shah
Sultan Husayn in 1694. According to the Dastur-i shahriyaran, a rare
Persian chronicle from late Safavid period, Aqa Kamal, the chief
eunuch of the harem, chose the prince who would succeed, and
publicly announced his name while the cleric Majlisi Jr placed the
crown on the Shah’s head and girded him with his sword. The Shah
in return took an oath vowing to enforce the shari‘a. The two pillars,
the ghulams and the ulama, that Abbas I placed in Isfahan, were most
active at the court of the last Safavid shah. Despite their cultural
tensions, they remained rooted in the structures of power imple-
mented a century earlier.

This book attempts to highlight the particularities of the Safavid
slave system. Despite many shared characteristics, slavery in the
Islamic world was not homogenous. A cursory comparison with the
contemporary Ottomans reveals different constructs of family and
inheritance informing Safavid practice. Ottoman slaves in theory did
not inherit their fathers’ posts, so as to preempt kinship-based rivalries.
Slave families, however, were common in the Safavid world, even
inheriting from fathers the same posts, whether courtly or provincial.
Moreover, Safavid princesses were not married off to ghulam dig-
nitaries, as was the case in the Ottoman household. Instead, princesses
were either married to their royal cousins or given to notables such
as the Tajik and the ulama as a way of maintaining a balance among
a cross-section of interest groups at the court. The practice of
blinding Safavid princesses, along with the princes, at accessions
during the seventeenth century, as Chardin notes, confirms the
notion that women born into Safavid family carried a charisma
passed down through blood; theirs could never merge with that of
slaves. As for the male lineage, taking slaves as concubines rather
than legal wives preserved the patrimony intact. Concubinage was
the main mode of reproduction for Ottomans as well. As Muslim
rulers, both the Ottomans and the Safavids had to abide with
Islamic law (shari‘a) that allowed women to inherit. Land and
resources were the possession of the family represented by the
patriarch, shah or sultan, who ruled through his slaves. The concept
of family and the set of relations with the patriarch vary in the case
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of the Safavids, for as we shall see, slaves participated in ‘surrogate’
patronage, sharing with the Shah an inscribed space, while Ottoman
slaves exercised more independent agency, excluding the names of
their sultans and rarely partaking in joint endowments.'* Such varied
means of cementing imperial bonds hinge on different perceptions
of the household in this age of absolutism.
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The Safavid Household

Reconfigured: Concubines,
Eunuchs and Military Slaves

The Safavid household was dominated by slaves in the urban setting
of Isfahan — the first capital city (1590-1722) to become the perm-
anent residence of the Shah, his harem and his courtiers. From the
most private quarters of the harem, where black eunuchs, Caucasian
concubines, wives and mothers lived with the Shah, to the outer
courts where they participated in imperial assemblies, slaves served
the Safavid family with a particular loyalty. It was the social and sexual
status of male and female slaves who were uprooted or castrated that
allowed them such intimacy. Submission was to be absolute, for these
slaves were fed, clothed, educated and given a new identity as Muslims
by their master or mistress, the source of slave power. Slaves entering
the abode of Islam (dar al-Islam) had been ‘deadened’ to society, and
then through a process of conversion they metamorphosed into the
ghulaman-i kbhassa-yi sharifa, or the ‘slaves of the royal household’
as a distinct category in Safavid discourse.!

Once acculturated into their novel roles as members of the royal
family, eunuchs, along with male and female slaves, exercised trem-
endous power. Within the gender-segregated culture of the palace in
Isfahan, eunuchs were the channel through which women participated
in the public homosocial world of men.? And those eunuchs who were
designated as teachers of unemasculated slaves trained their adopted
sons for military and administrative careers. Such a mentoring
relationship with military slaves allowed eunuchs to extend their
reach beyond the court in Isfahan into the battlefield of politics.

20
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This triangular configuration of slave-concubines, eunuchs and mil-
itary slaves forged social networks of imperial alliances that were
woven at its very core in Isfahan.’

Irony surrounds the conception of slavery in Islamic contexts, for
in practice the least respected individuals came to be entrusted with
the most strategic posts of the empire. Eunuchs were sexually and
socially abject. As male slaves they were legally possessed (malaka)
by free Muslims, and their castration rendered them neither male nor
female in a male-dominated culture defined by gender hierarchies
and spatial differentiation.* Eunuchs represented a third gender.’ Bereft
of their ability to procreate, they could not form a biological family
and hence had no organic support group.® Because of their desex-
ualized status, eunuchs were selected to serve in the vicinity of the
most sacred possession of the patriarch, the Shah’s female kin. And
black eunuchs, who were considered even more repulsive, were
retained specifically for harem service. They not only served women
of the Safavid Shah’s harem in large numbers; their chief was at
times a black eunuch himself (rish safid-i haram). If he were not also
head of the royal treasury, another black eunuch was entrusted with
that office.” Furthermore, since no Muslim could be enslaved legally,
it was Slavs, Turks, Caucasians, Indians and Africans who became
subject to slavery in Islam. The Safavids possessed mainly Georgian,
Armenian and Circassian slaves, who had been captured as booty in
battle, received as gifts and tribute or bought in markets.® In the sev-
enteenth century the Safavids came to employ sexually and ethnically
marginal groups made to exercise control. In return, loyalty earned
these slaves access to the Shah’s most prized possessions — his women,
his sons and his treasury.

Slavery entailed a process in Islamic contexts; masters were reli-
giously authorized to manumit their slaves in time. If the master
engaged in this pious act of conversion, he would be awarded a space
in paradise. Such piety coloured the conception of slavery in Islam
and is one of its particularities. Qualities of trust and loyalty were
central to the institution of household and military slavery in Islam as
well. The master was encouraged to act with kindness, compassion
and caring toward the slave. Thus, the medieval philosopher Nasir
al-din Tusi (d. 1274) emphasized a mutual relationship between master
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and slave that is so dependent on love, good faith and trust. Master
and slave each had a moral obligation toward the other. The path of
submission to Islam prescribed good deeds and a showering of grace
in return. According to Tusi,
The master must have firmly established in his servants’ hearts [the con-
viction] that there is no manner or means for them to leave him, in any way
or for any cause whatsoever. Such a course is not only closer to courtesy
and appropriate to loyalty and generosity, but it leads the servant to
observe the requirement of compassion and affection, conformity and care-
fulness; for such behaviour proceeds from the latter [only] when he

recognizes himself as a partner and a participant in the grace and wealth of
the one he serves, and when he is secure from dismissal or transfer.’

There was a practical side to this religious act, for as the Saljuq Vizier
Nizam al-Mulk (d.1092), presumed author of The Book of Govern-
ment, writes in his chapter concerning the necessity of training slaves:
One obedient slave is better
than three hundred sons;

for the latter desire their father’s death
and the former long life for his master."

Since tension between father and son concerning authority is one of
the themes most narrated in Persian epics and advice literature, the
loyalty of the slave is represented as an asset for patriarchal rule."
Unlike his biological son, the slave is assumed not to rebel, and the
king is to treat him justly. History, however, provides a variety of
roles for slaves that differ from this idealized portrayal in philoso-
phical discourse, though the predicament of father-son rivalry remains
an impetus for the patriarch to draw on slavery.

TURNING TO THE INSTITUTION OF SLAVERY

Particular historical contexts in which household and military slavery
was adopted as a mechanism of imperial rule reveal two pre-
dominant features: concubinage and military slavery. As a dynasty
attempted to consolidate power within a patriarchy, concubinage
became the favoured mode of reproduction.”? Challenges from within
the agnatic family (cousins), from notables and tributary dynasts,
were hence undermined. With concubinage the patrimony too was
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kept intact, for Islamic law grants wives the right to inherit from
their husbands. The crystallization of a dynastic theory of succession,
often fixed within the male line, was accompanied by military slavery.
David Ayalon has pointed out that concubinage and military slavery
are two aspects of the same socio-political system practised by the
Abbasids, the Mamluks, the Ottomans and also, as we shall see, the
Safavids. And in the case of both the Abbasids and Safavids, two
sites of power, Samarra and Isfahan, became associated with this
turn to slavery. As both empires broke away from their reliance on
the tribal armies that had secured them initial supremacy, they came
to distance themselves from the apocalyptic tenor of their revolu-
tionary rhetoric. At this historical moment they turned both to the
institution of slavery and to divine (shari‘a) legitimacy as interpreted
by the religious establishment (#lama).

Military slavery in Islam has been the subject of considerable
debate, with some scholars contending that slavery is intrinsic to
Islam as a religion because it deters Muslims from playing an active
role in public affairs, whether civil or military.” Jiirgen Paul’s study
of military slavery during Samanid rule (819-1005) in Transoxiana
suggests a more useful interpretive framework, privileging aspects of
political pragmatism and cultural constructs of loyalty to explore the
particular historical contexts in which military slavery was embraced
in Islamicate polities.” The Safavids (1501-1722) exemplify how
slavery was introduced to neutralize the decentralizing tendencies of
tribal solidarities, breaking away from a mystical structure of auth-
ority based on a master—disciple schema. In the case of the Safavids,
slave armies did not replace tribal ones; they merely supplemented
them. But slaves were guaranteed a firmer ground with their control of
firearms as the Shah’s musketeers and armed cavalry. The Safavids
appointed a eunuch to head the imperial arsenal (jabbadar bashi),
whereas in the first century of rule this post had been held by a
Qizilbash. The two previous Turco-Mongol states (Timurids and
Aqquyunlu) from which the Safavids emerged had been backed by
Turkic tribal armies. Both had failed to maintain their power. The
Safavids adopted a solution that the Saljugs in Iran before them had
practised and the Ottomans had perfected. The redefinition of Safavid
authority came a century after they had barely survived two civil wars
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against blocks of Qizilbash. In Isfahan they finally centred their power
within a fixed male line protected by eunuchs and military slaves,
moving away from their Turco-Mongol nomadic heritage.

With the advent of the Mongols in 1258, the ideal of a universal
Sunni caliphate lapsed, giving birth to an era of experimentation
with various nomadic steppe traditions, which derived their legitimacy
from either the Chingiz Khanids or the Oghuz Turks, as well as from
Irano-Islamic ideals of kingship and statecraft. The Timurid, Turkman,
Safavid, Ottoman, Timurid-Mughal and Uzbek idioms can be viewed
as distinct products of such syntheses of traditions. Marshall Hodgson
terms these empires ‘military-patronage states’, for Turco-Mongol
political practice was embedded in a conception of shared power
distributed in the form of appanages among the entire dynastic house.
In practice, land belonged to the paramount ruling clan and, by
extension, to those favoured for their court service (military, financial,
religious or artistic): a practice that bifurcated Islamicate society into
the famous military—subject (askeri—reaya) administrative division.

Turkman converts to the Safavid cause had organized themselves
militarily into oymaq, a Mongol term loosely translated as ‘tribe’.
Safavid historians have viewed the oymagq as a tribal unit bound by
kinship, neglecting the religious and political forces that initially
cemented these ties."” My research (Kathryn Babayan) has focused
on the spiritual landscape of the Qizilbash, on the nature of loyalty
that created such intense bonds between the Qizilbash and the
Safavid family. The origins of the Qizilbash oymagq, their internal
organization and early association with the Safavid house (dudman),
still await study. Martin Dickson’s dissertation, however, sheds light
on the political nature of the post-revolutionary Qizilbash.' Dickson
examines the tribal system at the moment when the Safavids had
conquered Iran — an era in which the process of transformation
from a revolutionary movement to an empire was in its infancy.
He focuses on the political role of the major oymags during the first
16 years of Shah Tahmasb’s reign (r.1524-76), when the Safavid
domains were experiencing their first civil war (1524-36). He sees each
Qizilbash tribe functioning as a ‘closed class group with special pri-
vileges’.'” Whatever their origins may have been, by the reign of the first
Safavid shah, Ismail (r.1501-24), Dickson observes, ‘An individual
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no longer became a Qizilbash by simply becoming a convert to the
cause of the Safavid House. An individual became a Qizilbash only
by being born into one of the oymags associated with the Safavid
House.”"* A tribe that had originally coalesced through the espousal of
a messianic ideology was now cementing its blood ties. Membership
in the Safavid imperial order was becoming hereditary in the classical
age (1501-90), and Qizilbash devotees became members of the
extended family in their capacity as spiritual sons of Safavid masters.

In accordance with steppe tradition, Ismail parcelled out his
domains to his sons, sending them as governors to their appanages.
Tahmasb, Ismail’s eldest son and successor, was thus sent out at age
four (in 1516) to Khurasan, the farthest province from the hearth.
Three more Safavid princes (Ismail II, Khudabanda and Abbas I)
would emerge as shahs from Khurasan, the seat of the heir apparent
in the classical age, until Abbas I broke away from the appanage
system and introduced the cage (restricting the princes to the harem)
and slave systems. In keeping with steppe tradition these Safavid
princes were also assigned a Qizilbash guardian (lala/atabek), directly
linking the fate of a princeling with a single tribe. Through such a
practice of land distribution the Qizilbash became partners in the
Safavid corporation, each receiving an appanage referred to as tiyul
for their tribe, as well as a member of the dynasty (female or male)
with whom to participate politically in the system.

Some Qizilbash were categorically incorporated into the Safavid
household through marriage (musahbira). Tahmasb’s tutor, Durmish
Khan Shamlu, for example, was his paternal cousin.” The Shamlu
tribe was linked to the Safavids through matrilineal lines. Women
born into the Safavid household were used to construct collateral
blood ties with those Qizilbash with whom they shared temporal
power. Safavid princesses were also assigned a Qizilbash guardian
(dede), and were awarded land either in the form of entire villages or
as endowment revenues (waqf). Moreover, in the seventeenth century,
because Safavid females were seen as especially charismatic, they
were blinded along with their brothers, for fear that either they or
their future offspring might lay claim to the throne.

Tahmasb continued to appoint Safavid princes as titular governors,
first sending out his royal brothers Sam (d.1567), Bahram (d. 1549)
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and Algas Mirza (d.1550). But he was forced to rethink the notion
of corporate sovereignty for the Qizilbash, who were in open revolt
during the first 12 years of his reign (1524-36), jockeying him around
and using his brother Sam Mirza as a contender during the Grand
Sedition of 1534.* The provincial appointment of Ibrahim Mirza, the
grandson of Ismail and nephew of Tahmasb, signals an initial reform
Tahmasb instituted to deal with this inherent weakness of steppe
political tradition. What concerns us prior to Ibrahim Mirza’s first
major appointment to Mashhad in 155657 is his matrilineal lineage.
His mother, Zaynab Sultan Khanum, was a member of the old line
of Shirvanshahs, one of several local Persian (Tajik) dynasties claiming
pre-Islamic antecedents, which were not yet fully integrated into the
Safavid system, but played a growing role in the political struggle
between the Safavids and the Qizilbash. Blood ties with Persian not-
ables reveal Safavid attempts to gain local legitimacy and power. By
this time all of Tahmasb’s brothers had rebelled against him, and had
either been killed or imprisoned. Now Tahmasb was sending his sons
and nephews, third-generation collateral members of the Safavid
House, to provincial appanages.

Ibrahim Mirza’s appointment as governor of Mashhad coincided
with the appointments of his brothers to Sistan and Qandahar and
the reappointment of his cousin, the future Khudabanda, to Herat.
The date (1556-57) is significant in any periodization of the early
Safavid period, for it represents the culmination of a Safavid-
dominated balance that was manifest in such phenomena as royal
appointments to major provinces and the shift of the political and
religious capital from Qizilbash-inspired Tabriz and Ardabil to a
shari‘a-dominated Qazvin. Tahmasb’s religious renunciation (tawba)
of the pleasures and arts denied by the shari‘a was emblematic of
this new Safavid mood. Qazvin was a foretaste of Isfahan.

The appointment of Ibrahim Mirza to Mashhad differed in one
significant detail from the usual Safavid household appointments to
the provinces. Instead of the usual Qizilbash guardian representing
a single tribe’s stake in the designated province and acting as the
military security for that province, Ibrahim Mirza was provided with
a mixed group of five hundred ranking officers culled from all the
tribes.’ This by no means meant the abolition of the lala system
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elsewhere; rather, it is to be seen as a further sign of Safavid sup-
remacy, tempered by concern over the Qizilbash will to participate
equally within the system. The Safavids would also reform the tribal
armies, creating the corps of Qurchis from mixed tribes as a way of
breaking tribal solidarities.” The provincial administration appointed
with Ibrahim Mirza was typical in that its upper echelons were cen-
trally appointed Persian bureaucrats (Tajiks). What was atypical,
but nonetheless significant, is the administrative influence given to
the appointees of the religious institutions. This is in keeping with
the special nature of Mashhad as the gradually evolving cult centre of
Imami Shi’ism and the Safavid reliance on the clerical establishment
in the process of centralization. It is in seventeenth-century Mashhad
that we shall encounter a family of Armenian slave-converts to Islam,
Qarachagay Khan and his son Manuchihr Khan, who played a
central role in the military safeguarding of the Safavid realms and in
patronage of the arts (see Chapter 35).

One event during Ibrahim Mirza’s tenure as governor in the east
serves to illustrate the evolution of Safavid political practice: his
leading role in suppressing the major tribal revolt of the Takkalu lala
of Herat, Qazaq Khan, in 1564-65. This revolt was not completely
typical either. It was normal enough in the sixteenth century for
Takkalu guardians to use weak or minor Safavid figures (in this case
the future Khudabanda) to enhance their relations with the Safavids.?
It was also normal for the rival tribe to join with the Safavid House
in suppressing the ambitions of any single tribe at the expense of the
others. Much more interesting is the atypical aspect of this revolt,
since the Takkalu had neither the prestige nor the power to rally
other dissidents, ambitious Turkman tribes or Tajiks to their cause.
They turned instead to an institution extraneous to the Qizilbash-
inspired Safavid imperium: the slave (ghulam) system that had been
used by the Ottomans and was in turn to enable the Safavids to gain
hegemony in the seventeenth century.”* In the particular event being
described here, it was, however, the Turkman commander rather than
the Safavids who had recourse to slaves. We are told that Qazaq
Khan bought ten thousand slaves, whom he armed and trained for
both military and bureaucratic functions.” This was clearly a new
type of threat to the Safavid—Qizilbash balance so precariously
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established by Tahmasb, and its suppression required the armed inter-
vention in which Ibrahim Mirza figured so prominently.

Slave armies first appear in Safavid annals (1564—65) as troops
recruited by a Turkman Takkalu tribe that had lost its appanage and
the accompanying Safavid princeling — key means of political access.
To assert their hegemony over rival Qizilbash tribes and their Safavid
masters, they imported an element external to the Qizilbash-Safavid
equation. But by the reign of Abbas I, the grandson of Tahmasb, the
Safavids would come to appropriate military slavery as an imperial
institution. Abbas I ended the second civil war (1576-90) that had
erupted at his grandfather’s death, removing the rebellious Afshar
and Zu’lqadar tribes from their appanages in Fars and Kirman. He
named a Georgian slave, Allah Virdi Khan, as governor of Fars in
1595, along with an administration of three hundred slaves. In con-
solidating power, Abbas I made use of the household slaves Tahmasb
had begun to train as palace pages. Abbas I, however, increased their
number and thoroughly initiated them into the administration of the
court and the provinces. According to Shah Abbas I’s court chronicler,
Iskandar Bek Munshi, three hundred and thirty thousand slaves were
captured by the Shah on his Georgian campaign (1614-15).> This
date, then, marked the first significant influx of slaves into the
Safavid system for the personal use of the royal family. The Qizilbash
lost their privilege of receiving appanages, along with their role as
tutors of princes, key elements in their bid for equal participation in
Safavid politics.

Shah Abbas I appointed a Kurd, Ganjali Khan Zik, as governor
of Kirman in 1603. Although Kurds had been included in the
Qizilbash system, Ganjali Khan was recruited from within an altered
order in which individual tribesmen were invited to break away from
their tribal hierarchy and pledge allegiance to the person of the Shah,
becoming shabsevan. Like royal household slaves, some of these were
brought up at court, and together they came to share the military and
administrative responsibilities of the empire. The sons of notable
Kurds, Arabs, Georgians and Lurs were thus brought up at Shah
Tahmasb’s court as part of a tributary relationship they shared with
the Safavids. Half a century earlier, in 1554, Shah Tahmasb had cap-
tured prisoners of war as a religious tax (khums) during his campaign
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into Georgia, incorporating forty thousand slaves into his court.
Alongside these enslaved Georgians he had established the practice
(‘adat) of educating sons of illustrious families together with Safavid
princes in palace schools. Here is where bonds of loyalty would be
developed to shape an extended household. Sharaf Khan Bidlisi, a
Kurdish chief who was schooled at Tahmasb’s court, wrote in 1596:
‘“When I turned nine [in 1551] I entered the private harem (haram-i
khass)...for three years [1551-54] I served the family (silsila) of that
refined (pakiza atvar) shah as a page at the inner palace’.”” Bidlisi
speaks of his education entailing instruction in the Quran, readings
on the principles (ahkam) of the shari‘a, piety and purity (taqva va
tabharat). Due to Shah Tahmasb’s religious disposition, Bidlisi was
introduced to religious scholars (#lama va fuzala), who warned against
associating with evil people and instead encouraged friendship with
the virtuous. And once Bidlisi attained maturity, he was taught the
martial arts (sipabigari) — archery, polo, racing, swordsmanship
and the precepts of chivalry — humaneness and generosity (qava’id-
i insaniyat va adamgari).”® Such was presumably the curriculum of
Safavid princes and court pages, whether slaves or notables — crafting
the culture of a new Safavid elite.

Domestic slavery was a common practice among notable families
throughout the Islamic world. Early references in the chronicles
to slaves belonging to the Safavid family (ghulaman-i khandan-i
Safaviyya) point to the use of household slavery by Shahs Ismail and
Tahmasb.” There is certainly an awareness of its military cognate
in Safavid circles, when the Qizilbash historian Hasan Bek Rumlu,
writing in the middle of the sixteenth century, refers to the Ottoman
slave system (ghulaman-i khwandigar) and to the Mamluks of Egypt
(ghulaman-i misri).*® The practice of training palace pages for service
at court and in the battlefield is discussed by Nizam al-Mulk in his
manual on statecraft, which taught Persianate monarchs how to rule.
Nizam al-Mulk situates the practice in medieval Islam with the Persian
dynasty of the Samanids ruling in Transoxiana.

This is the system which was still in force in the time of the Samanids. Pages
were given gradual advancement in rank according to their length of
service, their skill and their general merit. Thus after a page was bought,
for one year he was commanded to serve on foot as [a rider’s] stirrup...and
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this page was not allowed during the first year to ride a horse in private or
in public...When he had done one year’s service, then they gave him a small
Turkish horse, with a saddle covered in untanned leather, and plain
bridle...After serving for a year with a horse and whip, in his third year he
was given a belt to gird on his waist. In the fourth year they gave him a
quiver and bow case, which he fastened on when he mounted.*

The advancement of the slave entailed increasing access to the
accoutrements of power, from the horse to the quiver and bow, to a
tent and slaves.
Every year they increased his rank and responsibility until he became a troop-
leader, and so on until he became a chamberlain. When his suitability, skill
and bravery became generally recognized and when he had performed some
outstanding action and been found to be considerate to his fellows and

loyal to his master, then and only then, when he was thirty-five years of age,
did they make him a general [emir] and appoint him to a province.*

Service, both military and domestic, to the royal household would
be the test of loyalty. In return the master would bestow the gift of
power to his adopted son and former slave.

The famous medieval philosopher Nasir al-din Tusi speaks of
the slave as integral to the ideal household. The term ‘household’,
according to Tusi, ‘does not refer to a house made out of brick and
mortar, stone and wood. Rather does it refer to a particular com-
bination between wife and husband, begetter and begotten, servant
and one served, and the possessor of property and property itself.’*
In Tusi’s conception of the household the slave’s subservient status
was shared with women and children of the family; obedience to the
patriarch was to be absolute. Although Tusi is defining an abstract
family, in practice royal women of the Safavid household did yield
power through their roles as mothers, wives and slave-owners,
precisely because they occupied these social functions.

THE HEGEMONY OF CONCUBINES, EUNUCHS
AND MILITARY SLAVES (1629-66)

With the death of Shah AbbasIin 1629, a bloody massacre marked
the end of Safavid classical rule at the court in Isfahan.** Forty women
were killed in the harem. All of Abbas I’s grandsons born to his
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daughters were either blinded or murdered. A faction of royal slaves
that Abbas I had introduced to consolidate his dominion eliminated
a branch of the Safavid family. Qizilbash (Shaykhavand), Persian
notables (Mar’ashi) and sons-in-law (damad) of Abbas I were removed
from their posts. Although Shah Abbas I had killed all of his sons
and had instituted the cage system for his grandsons, maternal and
paternal cousins fought for the crown at his death. The dramatic
massacre of 1632 would end the succession struggles, securing the
throne for Abbas I’s grandson, Shah Safi, born to a Georgian concu-
bine. To eradicate matrilineal and collateral lines, Safavid princesses
— sisters, cousins and aunts of the new Shah — were killed along with
male children of royal blood. The Safavid household was being
redefined around patrilineal descendents of Shah Ismail, who gained
legitimacy through a sacred Shi’i genealogy sanctioned by the clerical
establishment and protected by slave-elites. The composition of the
harem was to be altered drastically as Safavid royalty, both female
and male, was liquidated. The massacre of all competing cousins
delayed opposition to a new generation of the descendants of Shah
Safi, creating a clean slate that propelled mothers into the orbit of
politics.*

In this Isfahani era of Safavid rule, during which princes began
to reside in the capital rather than in the provinces, the harem
became a central locus of power. Gradually, as the tribal structure of
the Qizilbash was deconstructed, slaves were appointed as provincial
governors, whose authority included control over tribes (mir-i il va
oymagq). Shah Abbas I’s reforms had far-reaching social implications,
particularly for the Qizilbash, who were accustomed to special honour
and respect. For many Qizilbash it meant not only that they no longer
enjoyed special political and economic privileges but also that many
of the tribes were now governed by the slaves who had been named
governors of provinces in which they lived. The court historian
Iskandar Bek Munshi explains that

since some of the tribes (oymaq) did not possess qualified candidates to
take on high posts once their Qizilbash generals (emirs) and governors had
died, a slave (ghulam) was appointed, due to his justice, skill, bravery and
self-sacrifice, to the rank of general of that clan (i), army (qushun va lashkar)
and to the governorship (hukumat) of that region (hukumat).*
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The whole tribal structure of the Qizilbash had been affected by
Abbas I’s centralizing reforms. The Qizilbash general who guaranteed
the political and economic interests of the tribe was rendered impotent
once a slave to whom he had to be subservient replaced him. The
local power of the Qizilbash general was thus undermined, creating
fissures in the intricate web of tribal allegiances and loyalties that
had enhanced solidarity.

Mulla Salih Qazvini, writing about Isfahan toward the end of
Safavid rule, reveals through an anecdote a sense of resentment against
non-Muslims in power. He relates that a crazy man (majnun) from
Isfahan complained to a general (emir) that in this town only the
religiously impure (najis) had authority, rather than human beings.
The general responded: ‘Indeed, the impure are the ones riding horses
and donkeys, and me I am walking on foot’.?” The reference here to the
impure is to non-Muslims, most probably Armenians and Georgians,
who prevailed publicly in Isfahan, distinguishing themselves through
their status that allowed them access to horses. Was the ‘crazy’ man
talking to a Turkman general whose power had been eclipsed by recent
slave converts to Islam? Tajik notables (u#lama and bureaucrats)
must have also felt resentment towards slaves who were culturally
alien to Persianate landscapes. Another anecdote, recorded by Abd
al-Hayy Razavi Kashani, illustrates this tension. Maijlisi Sr. (d. 1660),
a popular religious scholar and preacher in Isfahan, is said to have
asked Rustam Khan, the slave commander-in-chief of Shah Safi’s
military: “While you are busy establishing order amid the troops or
when the trumpet and drums are sounded, announcing the launching
of the battle, do you feel grandeur and authority to such an extent
that you may exit from obedience to God?’ Rustam Khan is said to
have replied cunningly, ‘It is strange for you to think that these types
of grand illusions overcome one at such times and not while one is
praying or reciting the call to prayer’.*® Slave patronage of the arts,
roads, bridges, bazaars, caravanserais and religious shrines should
thus be understood as attempts to forge a positive image to assuage
such public sentiments.

With the breaking of Qizilbash power, Safavid princes, like their
mothers, came to be secluded physically in the harem.” To wield
power, it was no longer sufficient to dominate the military and
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provincial scene. Although provincial control and military prowess
were necessary to maintain peace in the provinces and to ward off
foreign incursions, the heart of political power lay in Isfahan, the
royal residence of the Safavid household. In this newly reconfigured
household in Isfahan, slave-concubine-mothers would become more
powerful as representatives of the family. Although Abbas I had
married all but one of his daughters to Persian religious notables
with strong local ties, his sons had been given concubines.” Together
with their agents the eunuchs and military slaves, concubine-mothers
of the Shah became more politically viable. Just as in the Ottoman
case, the cage system instituted by Abbas I in 1590 had already begun
to alter the relationship between mothers and sons. This newly
established practice was part of the impetus for a shift from the
active political participation of aunts, sisters and daughters of Safavid
monarchs to the predominance of the role of the queen-mother. Since
Abbas I had personally experienced the insecurities of the crown,
he had abandoned the appointment of princes to the provinces.*
Confining the princes to the harem precincts further tightened the
umbilical cord between a prince and his mother, strengthening her
role and that of the eunuchs responsible for educating royal sons,
and maintaining order and security in the harem. The cage system,
while restricting the role of the Qizilbash guardian, enhanced the role
of the Shah’s mother, and by extension that of the harem, in politics.
In the seventeenth century, queen-mothers emanated from slave
backgrounds and sustained their status as concubines. Concubinage
rather than marriage was a preferred form of reproduction adopted
by both Ottomans and Safavids so as to preserve the patrimony. The
social and political role of concubines was invariably linked to their
sons; mothers of princes could legitimize their agency as guardians
and representatives of future Safavid monarchs. The chief eunuch’s
function as tutor of princes and military slaves now allowed him,
instead of the Qizilbash guardian, to enter imperial politics.

The collaboration among military slaves, eunuchs and concubines
manifests itself in court politics throughout the reign of Shah Safi and
into the early years of Shah Abbas II.** This triangular configuration
challenged traditional pressure groups at court and undermined the
Turco-Mongol system that had involved female members of the
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Safavid line in politics. In the sixteenth century, when a Safavid
monarch died, different factions of Qizilbash rallied around Safavid
princes, with their sisters or aunts participating in succession struggles.
Twice in that century such rivalries had led to civil wars that lasted
more than a decade each. At the death of Shah Abbas I there was no
civil war; instead struggles among courtiers prompted the assassination
of harem women, their children and their court allies. Military slaves
that Abbas I had appointed as governors in the provinces had served
their purpose of controlling the Turkman tribes in each of their pro-
vincial jurisdictions. Even though the realm was rife with both internal
uprisings in Gilan and Georgia (Kakhet and Kartil) and external
incursions from the Ottomans and the Uzbeks, Safavid forces were
united in their defence of the empire.*

In this Isfahani era of Safavid rule, to employ the name ‘Qizilbash’
in reference to the Turkman tribes may be misleading. The chronicles
from the reigns of Shah Safi and Abbas II do continue to use the
term, but they do so anachronistically, it would appear, to refer to
the military forces of the Turkman as ‘qizilbash’ and ‘sufi’ (junud-i
qizilbash va jaysh-i sufi). In fact, the Qizilbash were no longer a co-
hesive group of devotees bound by their privileged status in the
Safavid system; rather it was the ghulams who were honoured with
such distinctions. Seventeenth-century chronicles use the term ‘qizil-
bash’ habitually, and perhaps sentimentally. One can see the term
itself evolving in meaning, as it began to be used as an adjective,
denoting bravery and military prowess, keeping only the warrior
aspect of the legendary Qizilbash.*

The chapter of ghulam hegemony unfolds when the new Shah,
Safi, along with his harem, set up their winter quarters (gishlag) not
far from Hamadan, in expectation of the Ottoman armies. The
court astrologer, Mulla Muhammad Tahir, had advised the harem to
leave Hamadan for fear of an Ottoman attack. Zaynab Begum, the
influential aunt of Shah Abbas I and matriarch of the harem, was
separated from Shah Safi and his retinue (#rdu). The harem was sent
to Gulpayigan in the vicinity of Isfahan, and the Shah headed west-
ward to Shahr-i Zor to join a rising courtier, the Georgian slave
Rustam Bek (divan begi).* It is during this period that the Qizilbash
commander-in-chief (sipabsalar) of the Safavid armies, Zaynal Khan
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Shamlu, was assassinated by a slave named Bahram, an old eunuch of
the harem.* Zaynal Khan Shamlu’s association with Zaynab Begum
had developed through customary networks of loyalty and authority
that tied Qizilbash disciples in veneration to the Safavid family. At
the death of Abbas I the two collaborated in Mazandaran, gathering
signatures from the grandees of the empire, who endorsed Safi’s
candidacy. Moreover, Zaynab Begum’s tutor was a Shamlu (Shah
Ali Bek), and, although her marriage was never consummated, she
had been betrothed to a member of that tribe (Ali Quli Khan) as
well.”” Two days after Zaynal Khan Shamlu’s assassination, Rustam
Bek was received by Shah Safi.

According to Rustam Bek’s biography (Tarikh-i Safavi Khan), he
had been brought to court at age ten or eleven (in 1598-99), had
entered the harem and been educated in the palace school system.*
He gradually rose in rank, first as aide-de-camp (yasavul suhbat)
and then as chief military judge (divan begi).” After thirty years of
service at court he was now awarded the important task of safe-
guarding the Safavid realms from Ottoman incursions. Rustam Bek’s
success in defending Baghdad against the Ottomans (8 November
1630) and in capturing Hilla (9 March 1631) ensured victory for his
faction of slaves. As a result of his impressive performance on the
battlefield, both the titles commander-in-chief (sipahsalar) and head
of the infantry (tufangchi aqasi) were bestowed upon him.*

The commander-in-chief of the reformed Safavid armies was in
charge of all military units, both tribal and slave (gizilbash, qurchi,
ghulam and tufangchi). A decade earlier Abbas I had named the first
slave, Qarachaqay Khan, to this post.” An Armenian from Erevan
who had been captured as a prisoner of war, Qarachaqay Khan was
enrolled among the slaves of the royal household and had been man-
umitted (hurriyat) due to his loyal service.’? ‘Since he was inherently
capable, he was favoured (tarbiyat) with royal service and daily
advanced in rank.”® The gradual progression in the status of court
pages delineated by Nizam al-Mulk corresponds to Qarachaqay
Khan’s career. From the rank of tailor, gaychigari, he entered the
artillery department (mir-i tupkhana), then led (sardar) the musketeers
until he was given his own troops (sardar-i sipah). The honorific
Turco-Mongol title ‘Khan’ was bestowed upon him once he was
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appointed governor of Azerbaijan and Mashhad. Ultimately he came
to lead a unified Safavid military, commanding over all units of slaves
and tribes. As we shall see (in Chapter §), although Qarachaqay Khan
and his descendants would revivify Mashhad as a cultural centre,
initially he met much resistance. Qarachaqay Khan was killed in 1625
four years prior to the death of Abbas I, while fighting some Turkmans
who had revolted against the rising hegemony of slaves like him.

Rustam Bek was one of the successful products of the slave system
who had adopted the military functions of the Qizilbash, replacing
the ‘exaggerated’ (ghuluww) form of devotion to their mystic-king
with a personal allegiance to a shah who ruled over the Safavid
domains. At Abbas I’s death his appointment symbolized a new era in
Safavid history in which slaves would now head the military branch
— traditionally the domain of the Qizilbash. In the first century of
Safavid rule one general, the amir al-umara, was designated as the
supreme representative of all the troops provided by each tribe.’* The
honourary title of sipahsalar was (re)introduced and institutionalized
by Abbas I as part of his reforms. The Persianate etymology of the
term is symbolic of Abbas I’s attempt to create a centralized patri-
monial Iranian Empire based on loyalty to the Shah, free of tribal
solidarities and messianic expectations.

Rustam Bek would replace the Qizilbash military commander in
collaboration with a network of slaves now embedded in the house-
hold. For the duration of Shah Safi’s reign these slaves dominated
the court, vying among themselves for power.”* With the bestowal of
key military positions (sipahsalar and tufangchi agasi) upon Rustam
Bek, coupled with his partner Khusraw Mirza heading the corps of
slaves (qullar aqasi), the main military and administrative backbone
of the Safavid Empire had been transferred from the Qizilbash to a
new elite of slaves. Khusraw Mirza was a Georgian slave of royal
blood, the son of King David XI of Kartil, who was trained at court
by eunuchs alongside young slave recruits. As already mentioned,
the Safavids had adopted the practice of holding as hostages young
princes of regional ruling families with whom they had a tributary
relationship. At Abbas’s death, Khusraw Mirza held the position of
governor (darugha) of Isfahan, reserved since the days of that monarch
exclusively for the royal Georgian princes raised at court.”® Royal
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Georgian slaves of the household now ensured order in Isfahan, which
carried judicial authority. Upon Safi’s succession to the throne, the
valiant name of Rustam Khan was bestowed upon Khusraw Mirza,
along with the position of qullar aqasi, which placed him at the head
of all the slaves.”” The granting of pre-Islamic Persian names from
the Shabnama to the personal slaves of the Safavid household is
consistent with the Safavid intent to bolster their legitimacy as
patrimonial monarchs evoking ancient Iranian glory.

The post of chief of all slaves (qullar aqasi) was formerly held
by another Georgian convert, Imam Quli Khan, but he was not of
Georgian royalty. Imam Quli’s father, Allah Virdi Khan, was the first
slave appointed by Abbas I to a gubernatorial seat in the southern
province of Fars, in 15985. Safavid slaves, unlike Ottoman slaves, were
able to inherit their father’s assignments, thus the Safavid particularity
of factions centred on slave families. Allah Virdi Khan’s Georgian
family (Undilajes) was being eclipsed by a Georgian nobility of slaves,
who would continue to play an important role in Safavid politics
until the demise of this dynasty in 1722.% Slaves at the Safavid court
did not sustain ethnic solidarities; in fact this example reveals social
hierarchies of slaves that marked one Georgian of royal lineage from
another Georgian of common background. According to the chron-
iclers, Imam Quli Khan’s son (Davud Khan) was involved in a
separatist movement in Georgia (with Tahmuras Khan, the vali of
Georgia), and the whole family was executed a few months after the
Bloody Mab’as Massacre of 1632.” It is at this junction that Rustam
Khan attained the governorship (vali) of Georgia (Kartil).®* Slaves were
most vulnerable during succession struggles when the court was
split between competing princes and their clients in the household.
The slaves of the household were not a united group: rivalry between
slaves born of royal Georgian blood and regular slave recruits are
evident. Moreover, Georgian dynastic politics now manifested itself
at court in Isfahan. Georgian history needs to be studied in the
context of Isfahan.

At the court in Isfahan the tutor of the slaves, Muhibb Ali Bek,
forged links between Shah Safi’s concubine-mother and the outer
world of the barracks and battlefield.® Muhibb Ali Bek had personally
carried the famous letter from Mazandaran to Isfahan announcing
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Shah Abbas I’s death. We can assume that, when Zaynab Begum
(Shah Abbas I’s aunt) and her protégé Zaynal Khan Shamlu sent the
letter ordering the officials at court in Isfahan to keep a close eye on
all princes and to await their arrival, they had trusted Muhibb Ali
Bek as an ally. But instead he had made arrangements for Safi’s cor-
onation to be carried out, despite these orders from Mazandaran.
As the teacher and trainer of slaves he had nurtured patron—client
relations with his students. He had probably called on his former
students like Rustam Bek and the Georgian prince Khusraw Mirza
to secure their position at court around a fixed patrilineal (Haydari)
line of Safavid shahs in the name of Shi’ism.

At the Safavid court the function of tutor to the slaves (lala-yi
ghulaman) was entrusted to a senior ghulam, such as Muhibb Ali Bek.
The tutor trained slaves for court service until they reached puberty.
Once the pages grew a beard, a sign of masculinity in Islamic gendered
discourse, they would enter the service of the chief of the slaves
(qullar aqasi).”* As slaves, depending on their performance and net-
work of patronage, they could attain the loftiest military and or
administrative positions of the realm. Slaves continued to maintain
relationships with the eunuchs who had trained and protected them
during their tenure at court. And eunuchs were presumed to serve
the Safavid masters, who castrated them, with unequalled loyalty.®
This is why in official administrative manuals eunuchs are awarded
the title ‘Intimates of the Shah’, or mugarrab al-khagan.

Initially, only black eunuchs had been employed for Safavid service.
Chardin comments that even in the age of Shah Sulayman (r. 1666-94)
only the Safavid Shah could own black eunuchs.® By this time, how-
ever, white eunuchs had been introduced at court. Abbas I maintained
one hundred castrated Georgian slaves in Isfahan.® He created two
new centurion (yuzbashi) posts — one to act as preceptor to black
eunuchs and the other to white unemasculated slaves.® The evolution
of the posts held by eunuchs, as portrayed in the two extant admin-
istrative manuals, reflects the growing prominence of eunuchs at the
court in Isfahan. The official chronicles from the reigns of Shahs
Safi, Abbas II, Sulayman and Sultan Husayn attest as well to the
ascendancy of black eunuchs in collaboration with concubines of
the harem in Safavid politics. As in the Ottoman case, perhaps the
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chief black eunuch (in the post-1574 era) acted as the personal tool
of the queen-mother while the chief white eunuch served the sultan.”

These ‘Intimates of the Shah’, the muqarraban al-kbaqan, represent
a third category (bab) of functionaries enumerated in the Safavid
administrative manuals. They appear after the men of religion (ahl-
i shar’i) and the men of the sword (emir) who are referred to as the
‘pillars of government’ (arkan-i dawlat). Eunuchs are singled out for
their worthiness to enjoy physical proximity to the Shah.® White
and black eunuchs had access to five crucial harem posts — all of
whose duties concerned the most private affairs of the Shah. Two of
the most prominent were that of chief eunuch (rish safid) of the
harem and keeper of the royal treasury (sahib-i jam’i khazana-yi
‘amirab). These two seasoned eunuchs were the guardians of the
Shah’s household and of his treasury.

As for the chief eunuch of the harem, at first this post was mono-
polized by black eunuchs. Once Abbas I introduced white eunuchs,
the post could be held by a trustworthy eunuch, either black or
white.® Chardin speaks of the power of the chief eunuch, Aqa
Shahpur, under Shah Sulayman, ‘His position awarded him such
respect that everyone feared him in the city [Isfahan]. A recommend-
ation from him was worth as much as a decree from the grand vizier.””
In fact, Chardin reveals that one of his main sources on court affairs
was a eunuch, a confidant of Shah Sulayman’s aunt.” What Chardin
reports on court cabals is corroborated by contemporary Safavid
chronicles demonstrating the degree to which these eunuchs were
entrenched in politics.

The harem communicated with the outer court (birun) through the
ishik aqasi bashi of the harem, who was strategically stationed at
the threshold. Not being a eunuch, he did not enjoy access to the
harem but was linked to it by the chief eunuch (rish safid), who
resided in and regulated the affairs of the harem. In the absence of
the Shah, theoretically, the chief eunuch filled the monarch’s role.”

The reports which the frontier amirs sent to the Ishik Aqasi Bashi [of the
divan] or those sent by the amirs resident at the court (mustawfi, vizier) to
the harem were first handed to the Ishik Agasi of the honourable harem
who has a guardhouse (kishik-khana) of his own. This official passed them
on to the chief of the harem eunuchs, and the latter presented them inside
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the harem to the king, and brought back the reply. [Then] the Ishik Aqasi
Bashi summoned the amirs to the kishik-khana and personally declared to
them how the king had decided in reply to the reports.”

According to the prescribed chain of communication, the harem was
linked to the outer court by the ishik aqasi of the harem, who was
physically located between interior (andarun) and exterior (birun)
royal spaces, acting as an intermediary. Any faction at court that
wished to gain political control placed its members in these key posts.
As power was being consolidated within the Safavid household
(princes, princesses, concubines, eunuchs, military slaves) the chief
eunuch of the harem had to strike an alliance with the ishik aqasi bashi
of the harem and divan. The grand vizier Saru Taqi is an exception,
for as a eunuch he embodied both roles, entering in and out of the
harem without threatening, at least sexually, Safavid male honour.

Beyond being guardians of the Shah’s harem and treasury, senior
eunuchs were also in charge of the Shah’s arsenal (jabbadar bashi),
his wardrobe and private accessories (mibtar-i rikab-khana), and his
pages (lala-yi ghulaman). All the accoutrements of sovereignty were
protected by these eunuchs; they regulated its public display. The
eventual monopoly under Shahs Sulayman and Sultan Husayn
(r.1694-1722) of eunuchs over the Shah’s arsenal, treasury, harem
and slaves attests to their hegemony in the administration of the
household.™

The Dastur al-muluk speaks of two tutors in the age of Shah
Sultan Husayn, one for the royal household slaves (ghulaman-i
khassa) and the other for potential slaves (ghulaman-i anbari).” The
former were those personal pages and soldiers who were actively
employed by the Shah, while the latter, as suggested by their names
(anbari), may have been a reserve of trained ghulams not yet employed
for court service.” Chardin estimates that about three thousand
eunuchs resided at court. He claims that very few were black,
coming from India, mostly Malabar and the Gulf of Bengal. Each
female member of the harem had at least two eunuchs in her service.
Grandees too would employ between six and eight eunuchs in their
homes. There they played a similar role to that of their courtly
counterparts, acting as tutors of elite children instead of palace
pages and princes, teaching them to read and write and providing
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them with a rudimentary knowledge of religious precepts and of ele-
mentary sciences.”’

An extensive staff of slaves administered the necessities of courtly
life in Isfahan.” In the case of Shah Abbas I, the slaves’ tutor Muhibb
Ali Bek, along with a wide network of his trainees, exercised power
beyond the court, crafting Isfahan into a capital city. His name
(Muhibb Ali Bek b. Muhammad Quli Khan) appears on an inscription
at the main entrance to the Royal Mosque that served as a Safavid
icon of Shi’i identity in Isfahan. We will discuss in Chapter 4 how
he had supervised (mushrif) the construction of this congregational
mosque built by Abbas I in his new capital. Once the mosque com-
plex had been completed, Muhibb Ali Bek became its superintendent
(tawliyat). He must have been independently wealthy since, after the
Shah, Muhibb Ali Bek was the major donor to the endowment (wagf)
of the Mosque.” He bequeathed his inheritance for religious purposes,
as a sign of devotion to his patron Shah Abbas I’s faith. This gesture
was a public act of affirmation of Muhibb Ali Bek’s Muslim identity
as well. His alliance with the chief merchant of Isfahan, malik al-
tujjar (Mulayim Bek), points to another force that bound this slave
faction together: financial interests.* Not only were the slaves infil-
trating the military and harem administrations, as we shall see in the
next chapter, they had also entered the commercial sector as well and
would become important participants in the economy of Safavid
Iran. Slave ties to the Armenian community of merchants that
Abbas I had resettled in Isfahan as his personal silk merchants and
diplomats would permit the displacement of an Isfahani commercial
elite entrenched in the old city quarters — the financial and political
arena that was eclipsed by the new building project of the Maydan
Nagsh-i Jahan, in which these slaves played such a prominent role.

With the Bloody Massacre of 1632, Sultan al-Ulama (Mar’ashi),
the grand vizier, would not only lose his office and have his sons
blinded, but his family’s economic interests in Isfahan would be
threatened as well. One of his relatives (Mir Qutb al-din) had been
vocal in his objections to Shah Abbas I’s initial plan to redevelop the
old market district of Isfahan, since this Mar’ashi family of religious
notables had substantial investments in both land and commercial
property in this district.*’ The Mar’ashis of Isfahan had probably
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been linked to Alid confraternities based in the old bazaar.** Such
local religious, political and commercial networks were being under-
mined by the hegemony of the slaves at court, who would supervise
and invest in the new urban development of Isfahan.

Nearly three years after the accession of Shah Safi, Rustam Bek’s
faction of slaves, with control over the military and harem admin-
istration, were able to bolster the Shah’s candidacy, and now they
were strong enough to do away with their opponents at court.®
A former elite of Persian religious notables and Qizilbash was
dislodged.* The sons of Sultan al-Ulama, along with the sons of the
minister of religion, education and justice (sadr) and the superin-
tendent (mutavalli) of the Mashhad shrine, were blinded in
retaliation. These three members of the clerical establishment shared
another important characteristic that gave meaning to the blinding of
their sons: all three were sons-in-law (damad) of Abbas 1.¥* Zaynab
Begum, the aunt of Shah Abbas I, was evicted from the harem,
for now the Georgian concubine-mother of Shah Safi became the
matriarch. Shah Abbas I’s daughter, Zubayda Begum, who had fought
for her son’s right to the throne, was killed. The classical age in
which the harem was controlled by Safavid women of royal blood had
lapsed. Now nameless slave concubine-mothers would dominate.*

The triumvirate of concubines, eunuchs and military slaves con-
tinued to colour political participation in Isfahan for the next decade
of Safi’s rule and into that of Abbas II. The Safavid case parallels the
Mamluk one in that systems based on military slavery shared the
feature of collaboration among soldiers, eunuchs who served as
guards in the harem and concubines who resided in it. It was a
courtier-turned-eunuch, Saru Taqi, who would dominate the scene
with the help of another concubine, the queen-mother of Shah
Abbas I1.¥ Although Saru Taqi was a Muslim from Tabriz, he should
be classified as a eunuch, having been castrated under Abbas I as
punishment for engaging in sodomy (Fig. 3).* Safavid sources, except
for the Afzal al-tavarikh of Fazli Bek Khuzani, are silent about the
castration of Saru Taqi, perhaps due to a court culture that cel-
ebrated male same-sex desire — Shah Abbas I himself setting an
example.® According to Fazli Bek, a young furrier named Mu’min
had accused Saru Taqi along with five companions, claiming that
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they had sodomized and dishonoured him. As a punishment Saru
Taqi was castrated in 1616 and his possessions were confiscated,
but, as Charles Melville suggests, his status had not been damaged by
this disgrace, for a year later Shah Abbas I granted him the vizierate
of Mazandaran. At Safi’s accession, Saru Taqi was governor in the
provinces of both Gilan and Mazandaran.” As we shall see in the
following chapters, he had supervised Shah Abbas I’s creation of
two new towns in Mazandaran, a development project that involved
the building of trade routes and the resettlement of fifteen thousand
families from the Caucasus (Qarabagh, Shirvan and Georgia). With
the help of his patron at court, a slave who oversaw the accounts
(darugha-yi hisab), Saru Taqi was able to enter political life in
Isfahan, where in fact his castration allowed him to play the role of
a eunuch, in that he could enter the harem.

But first Saru Taqi had to eliminate the grand vizier, whose position
he coveted. He instigated an investigation into court finances to
discredit the ruling grand vizier, Mirza Talib Khan Urdubadi, and the
tutor of the slaves, Muhibb Ali Bek. Saru Taqi’s biography reveals a
personal animosity for Mirza Talib Khan’s notable Persian (Urdubadi)
family of bureaucrats, which traced their lineage back to the med-
ieval philosopher Nasir al-Din Tusi.” Once Saru Taqi’s uncle had
died, the whole family had fallen into disgrace. Later, under Abbas
I’s rule, when Mirza Talib Khan’s father, Hatim Bek Urdubadi, became
grand vizier in 1591, Saru Taqi’s father had asked him for a post but
had been denied.” Saru Taqi eventually entered an altered court
system in which slaves had already begun to curb the power of Persian
notables and the Qizilbash. Unable to make use of his uncle’s con-
nections at court, he joined the military and had been forced to climb
the administrative ladder by working his way through the provincial
echelons. He ultimately took his revenge, first by blemishing Mirza
Talib Khan’s honour and subsequently by instigating his assassination
in 1633.” Saru Taqi was to take over both his post of grand vizier
and the sumptuous house that Mirza Talib Khan’s father had built
in Isfahan.”* Mirza Talib Khan’s party represented those who had
united politically behind Shah Safi and had reaped financial benefits
from their alliance. They had increased the monies due to Muhibb
Ali Bek (tutor of the ghulams) and Mulayim Bek (malik al-tujjar
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and zarrabibashi) and were accused of tampering with the accounts
(nuskha).”” Such were the intricate webs of alliances and patron—
client relations that gave shape to the Rustam Bek slave faction.
Saru Taqi had not acted alone to overthrow Mirza Talib Khan.
The assassination was a harem coup with an alliance that began to
blossom at the birth of Safi’s successor, Abbas II, on 31 December
1632, nearly two years before the assassination of Mirza Talib Khan.”
Only after the birth of Abbas II did his mother, having provided
Safi’s first male heir, gain standing within the ranks of harem women.
The channels through which Saru Taqi was able first to discredit
Mirza Talib Khan, and then to attain the lofty position of grand
vizier, clearly specifies the harem as a means of patronage.” The
contemporary chronicler of Abbas I, Muhammad Yusuf Valih, states
that Saru Tagi’s key to success lay in his close relation to the slave
Ughurlu Bek, who served in the financial administration (darugha-
yi hisab).”® This slave gained access to Shah Safi through his daughter,
who was influential in the harem in the year of Abbas II’s birth.
Within harem politics of the post-cage system the first concubine to
bear a male heir to the Shah conventionally acquired political status.”
And we must not forget that Saru Taqi was a eunuch who had direct
access to the harem, an advantage previous grand viziers lacked.
Saru Taqi dominated Safavid household politics for the next
decade (1634-45), breaking the autonomy of landed notables and
amassing territory and revenue into the khassa. As we shall see in
Chapter 4, he actively engaged in building projects throughout the
realms. Once Safi died in 1642, his son Abbas II succeeded him in a
smooth transition. Saru Taqi maintained his position as grand vizier,
eliminating such slaves as Rustam Bek (whose ally in the harem was
probably Safi’s Georgian slave-mother) to consolidate power within
his reconfigured faction.'” Foreign travellers like Chardin speak of
the close relationship between Saru Taqi and Abbas II’s mother,
Anna Khanum:'"!

The power of mothers of Persian kings looms large when they [shahs] are
at a young age. Abbas II’s mother had much influence, which was absolute.
They [queen-mothers] were in close contact with the prime minister and
would help each other mutually...Saru Taqi was the agent and confidant of
the queen-mother; he would gather immense fortunes for her. She governed
Persia at her will through her minister.'”
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His connection with the harem was key to Saru Taqi’s success in
attaining the lofty position of grand vizier — testimony to the impor-
tance of the harem in politics at this juncture in Safavid history.
Once again, Chardin’s observations, written between 1665 and 1677,
corroborate this thesis:
What pains the ministers of Persia most is the harem, which is the women’s
palace where he [the Shah] holds a form of private council that generally
prevails over everything else, dictating law. The council is held between the
queen-mother, the grand eunuchs and the most cunning and favoured
concubines. If the ministers do not tailor their advice to the passions and
interests of these cherished persons who as a matter of speaking possessed
the king for longer hours, while they [ministers] would see him just mom-

entarily, they ran the risk of having their advice rejected, and this often led
to their own ruin.'”

Although as grand vizier Saru Taqi possessed ultimate power in the
outer court, without support from the harem his faction remained
ineffective. In addition, since the heart of the pro-Safi ghulam faction
lay in the harem, in the person of Safi’s mother, that power could
only be matched from within. Ironically, Saru Taqji’s castration turned
out to be a political blessing. Along with the altered role of the
harem, the position of the military slaves and eunuchs had improved.
The slave connection with the harem was strong, whether through
female relations living in the harem or through other eunuchs in the
harem who had studied with their peers in the palace school.

Saru Taqi’s hold on power, however, was bound to the vicis-
situdes of shifting political dynamics of the household. He was
assassinated by another courtier, the Turkman Jani Khan, probably
with the consent of the reigning monarch, Abbas II, who was
attempting to gain his independence from his mother and her slave
allies.” For the next two decades of Abbas II’s reign (1645-66),
Persian notables (#lama and bureaucrats), along with individual
Turkmans, would dominate the political scene, sharing power with the
ghulams, yet maintaining a balance so as to prevent slave hegemony.'”
With Saru Taqi’s assassination the first chapter of ghulam supremacy
came to a close.' According to Chardin, Anna Khanum, furious at
the assassination of her partner Saru Taqi, sent one of the principal
eunuchs (probably the chief eunuch of the harem) to the assassin,
Jani Khan, asking him to explain his actions. Jani Khan responded
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rudely, calling Saru Taqi a dog and a thief, and then proceeded to
insult the queen-mother personally:

Saru Taqi was a dog and a thief who should have been killed long ago. Tell
this to the grand duchess and tell her that he was a true scoundrel of
Julfa...and T shall prove within five months that this cursed dog has
extorted two hundred thousand pounds. He [Jani Khan] was saying this to
irritate the queen-mother because the revenue of this suburb is the appanage
of the king’s mother and not one dime can be levied without her orders.'”

Chardin represents the queen-mother as receiving tax revenues from
the Armenian community of Julfa. He calls this income her ‘taxe de
la Chaussure’ (footwear tax), stating that this is an old Persian custom
practised since Achaemenid times once Egypt fell to the Persians.
Abbas I had established the Armenians of Julfa as his diplomats and
financiers, who traded Persian silk for European silver.'®® As we shall
see in the next chapters, they were the major source of revenue
enabling Abbas I, Safi and his successor Abbas II to construct
Isfahan as the apocalyptic ‘City of Paradise’. Saru Taqi was one of
the most important builders for this reconfigured Safavid house-
hold. He supervised the construction of one of the holiest Shi’i sites
of pilgrimage, the tomb of Ali in Najaf, which Rustam Bek, the
Georgian slave-general, had recaptured from the Ottomans in Iraq
in 1631."” Saru Taqi spent his own wealth to erect commercial and
religious buildings — a mosque and a bazaar in Isfahan. The Safavid
household slaves were agents through whom a new imperial idiom
was crafted in Isfahan, inscribed visually through buildings and
articulated discursively in the Shi’i rhetoric of kingship.

Saru Taqi supervised the addition of the roofed structure (talar)
onto the Ali Qapu Palace, the threshold from which the hidden
Messiah was to manifest himself. With the dramatic suppression of
rival Nugtavi disciples who declared that the advent of the new
Muslim millennium (1590-91) would witness the end of the Islam,
thus inaugurating an age of Persian (Ajami) rule under the auspices
of one of their devotees, Shah Abbas I reserved the right to messiah-
ship for a descendant of Ali, more particularly for his own Safavid
patriline." In Shi’i eschatology Isfahan enjoyed a symbolic association
with such holy manifestations.""" The vast stage of the talar was
superimposed onto the Lofty Gate that commanded a panoramic
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view of the entire square, from which Abbas II could display power
(Fig.2). Saru Taqi was the administrator who built spaces for Safi
and Abbas II in which they could direct the yearly Karbala dramas,
imposing their control through urbanized ceremonial structures that
allowed them to partake in the creation of Shi’i collective memory.
These vast talar were intended for the performance of lavish audiences,
commemorations and feasts that allowed Safavid monarchs to manage
social and religious expression within their orbit of authority.

In the Isfahani era the court chronicler Iskandar Bek Munshi
expounded a new theory of sovereignty that reserved and limited
legitimacy to the neo-eponymous Ismaili patrilineal Safavid line — to
direct male descendents of Ismail and Tahmasb. ‘Sovereignty and
kingship are the right of Shah Ismail and Tahmasb’s family, who
having sent their dust-and-wind-borne opponents to hell with the fire
of their well-tempered swords, revealed and manifested Imamism and
spread it throughout the world.”""> Here Iskandar Bek Munshi is
introducing a new language of authority that was in the process of
replacing the classical Safavid synthesis between Turco-Mongol and
Iranian practices. According to this chronicler, what separated Ismail
and his male descendents from other members of the Safavid extended
family was their revival and defence of Imamism in Iran. As pro-
pagators of this faith, Ismail’s descendants were sole heirs to its
dominion. With the first Safavid coronation in Isfahan (of Shah Safi,
in 1629) Turco-Mongol steppe political heritage was overshadowed
by a new synthesis of patrimonial Iranian monarchy and Shi’i (Imami)
temporal concepts of rule. Officially, Safi’s candidacy was sanctioned
over that of his rival cousin (Sayyid Muhammad Khan Shaykhavand)
because he embraced Shi’ism. Shah Safi was the first Safavid monarch
to be enthroned by a cleric, Mir-i Damad (d.1631), who in turn was
one of the first native Iranians (Astarabadi) to have achieved the
rank of grand jurisconsult (mujtabid) in the history of the Safavid
Empire."* Mir-i Damad was the one who called out to the denizens of
Isfahan Shah Safi’s name during the sermon (khutba) portion of the
Friday prayer he recited at the magnificent Mosque Shah Abbas I
had built as a symbol of his affirmation and adherence to Shi’ism."*

The metamorphosis of Caucasian slaves into elite members of the
Safavid household coincided with an official Shi’i language of authority
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that altered hierarchies of loyalty and consolidated a patriarchal
family. As legalisms and an emphasis on the Word overshadowed
the mystical heritage of the Safavids, master—disciple paradigms of
rule were not abandoned. Shorn of their spiritual content, they found
a different incarnation in the royal household. There within the
domestic sphere they merged with familial vocabularies, crystal-
lizing a particular set of relationships that tied slaves around the
person of the Shah. As mothers, tutors, soldiers, generals and treasures
of the Shah they exercised power on his behalf in Isfahan and in the
provinces. Slaves were the Shah’s adopted sons, brothers and fathers,
who gradually accumulated political and 