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The Early Safavids and their Cultural Interactions with Surrounding States

Abolala Soudavar

This study briefly surveys the interaction of the nascent Safavid state with its three immediate neighbors, the Ottomans of Anatolia, the Uzbeks of Transoxiana and the  Mughals of India. Through diplomatic correspondence, exchange of gifts and paintings, the cultural savvy of the Safavids is juxtaposed with that of their neighbors in order to show that in a world strongly affected by a common Persian cultural heritage, the Safavids enjoyed a psychological advantage beyond military might and political clout.

Introduction

In the year 1500, Esma`il the Safavid (r. 1501-24) -- barely twelve years old -- set out to conquer the world. Conquer he did, not the whole world but a sizeable empire that stretched from the shores of the Oxus river to the Persian Gulf, Mesopotamia and Anatolia. Scion of the Sufi sheikhs of Ardabil and venerated by his followers as a semi-god, he drove his troops from one victory to another, preaching a militant brand of Shi'ism that lauded the Imam 'Ali and his eleven descendants to a degree that almost eclipsed the Prophet himself. 

As a symbol of their veneration for the twelve imams, the Safavid militants adopted a twelve-sided baton cut of red scarlet and planted into their turbaned headgear. They thus became known as Qizilbash, i.e. red hat in Turkish.
 Since Ali, the Prophet Mohammad's cousin and son-in-law, was only the fourth successor to the Prophet, the first three, Abu Bakr, Umar and Uthman were branded as usurpers. Cursing their names (sabb and la`nat) became the rallying cry of the Qizilbash; and daily processions through the cities' most populated areas such as the bazaars were conducted by Qizilbash provocateurs, called the tabarra'ians, who vilified the name of the three "usurpers" and chanted defamatory slogans.
 Slogans, rather than theological arguments, were meant to establish the righteousness of Shi'ism over Sunnism; and lauding the House of Ali was meant to bring added legitimacy to the Safavids who through a forged genealogy presented themselves as progenies of the seventh imam Musa al-Kazem, and the standard-bearers of legitimate Islam.

These claims and slogans obviously did not sit well with Esma`il's Sunni neighbors who, in turn posing as champions of "true (i.e. Sunni) Islam," denounced  Esma`il's religious policies as "heretical." Even though the underlying reason for their actions was mostly political, they sought confrontation invoking a duty to re-establish true Islam. As we shall see, depending on the relative strength of Esma`il's neighbors and how threatening his expansionist endeavors were viewed, the reaction to Safavid religious activities ranged from sympathetic to belligerent. 

Of the three major neighbors, the Ottomans (r. 1281-1924) were the most powerful and launched a coordinated assault on all fronts: religious, commercial and military. The Uzbeks on the other hand, paid lip-service to religious differences but emphasized their hereditary claim on Khorasan. Despite repeated inroads into Khorasan, they were unsuccessful at gaining a permanent foothold there and did not present a serious military threat. Finally, the Mughals of India whose founder Babur (r. 1526-30) had sought military help from Esma`il and for a while even donned the Qizilbash headgear,
 never challenged the Safavids on religious grounds. 

Interestingly, Esma`il's successor Tahmasb (r. 1524-76) confronted the exact relationship problems that his father had experienced, with each new protagonist continuing the policies of his predecessor. The relative military strength remained the same but what constituted a marked change with prior times was Tahmasb's exploitation of Persian culture within a world influenced by a strong Persian heritage.  This forced his neighbors to admire with envy the new Safavid cultural ethos, and gave Tahmasb a psychological advantage beyond military might and political clout. In what follows, we shall examine the relationship of the early Safavids with each of the three above-mentioned neighbors and the role of cultural diplomacy in that context.

Esma`il and the Ottomans

Esma`il's meteoric rise to power coincided with the reign of the aging Ottoman sultan Bayezid (r. 1481-1512), son of Mohammad II, the conqueror of Constantinople. Their early relationship was conditioned by their respective ruling position within the Islamic community; Bayezid was the paramount emperor of the Islamic lands engaged in holy war against "Christian infidels," and Esma`il was the ruler of unruly Turcoman tribesmen aspiring to forge a kingdom in the Persian lands. The tone of their early correspondence clearly reflected this: Esma`il addressed Bayezid as the one who "through the authority conferred by God"
 had become the "sultan of the Islamic sultans,"
 and the elder monarch returned the compliment by calling his young rival "Shah Esma`il" and the one who "through the authority conferred by God" was now the "ruler of Persian lands and the Lord (noyan) of the lands of the Turks and Deilamites."
 

But from Trebizond where he was stationed, Bayezid's son, Selim (the future Selim I, r. 1512-20), had a different perspective. He had experienced at first hand the popularity that Esma`il enjoyed amongst the Turcomans of Anatolia and understood their immense devotion to him. Finding his father too complacent towards Esma`il, and fearing a devastating blow from yet another eastern conqueror -- as his ancestor Bayezid I had suffered at the hands of Teimur a century ago
 -- he forced his father to abdicate and seized the throne by eliminating rival contenders with the help of the Janissaries, the Ottoman elite troops. The change of power resulted in an immediate tone shift in political correspondence. Instead of "Shah Esma`il," the Safavid ruler was now addressed as "Amir (i.e. commander) Esma`il," the "Lord of the Land of Injustice" and the "joy of rascals and leader of rogues."
 

Selim was obsessed with Esma`il, and as he prepared for war against him, the European campaigns were temporarily suspended. Since the eastern Anatolian provinces had been the most important source of Qizilbash manpower, Selim quickly moved to close the border in eastern Anatolia and block Esma`il's recruiting efforts in the region. By so doing, he also deprived the Safavids of an important source of revenue, namely the taxation of commercial caravans that now avoided passage through Iran. Before marching eastward, he ordered the massacre of forty thousand Turcomans who might have been sympathetic toward their Qizilbash kinsmen. And to arouse the religious zeal of his own troops, he obtained a religious edict (fatwa) which proclaimed that in God's eyes "the killing of each Iranian Shi'ite was equivalent to seventy Christian infidels!"
 

Selim finally confronted Shah Esma`il in 1514 on the plain of Chaldiran, where the outnumbered Qizilbash troops were defeated by the devastating Ottoman artillery. But despite victory, the Ottomans had sustained heavy casualties.  And so weakened were their forces that eight days after occupying the Safavid capital, Selim had to evacuate Tabriz and head back towards Anatolia. 

Determined to eliminate Esma`il, Selim began preparations for a second campaign immediately after his return. Meanwhile, Esma'il tried to enlist the support of the Mamluk ruler of Egypt, Qansu al-Ghuri (r. 1501-16). Selim responded by attacking the Mamluks and annexing their possessions, including Mecca and Medina, to his empire. In one quick swoop Selim had not only put an end to the two-hundred-sixty-seven-years-long reign of the Mamluks, but also added the prestigious title of Khadem al-Haramein al-Sharifein (i.e. The Servitor of the two Holly Cities of Mecca and Medina) to his own long string of epithets. 

While certain sarcasm was previously embedded in Esma`il's correspondence with Selim,
 his tone now turned conciliatory. And the more conciliatory he became the more adamant was Selim in his demand that his adversary should forego "heretical" affiliations and should adopt "true religion." To publicize his contempt for Esma`il's conciliatory proposals, Selim arrested his ambassadors, and to further put pressure on him, he betrothed the Safavid monarch's captured wife, Tajlu Khanum, to one of his officers, claiming that previous marriages to Shi'ites were null and void.
 

Despite his setbacks, Esma`il behaved not as a vanquished man but as a cunning tactician who through direct and indirect means, by alternating offers of concessions to Selim with parades exaggerating Qizilbash troop and artillery strength, attempted to dissuade the Ottomans from mounting a second attack. In the end, Esma`il's psychological warfare bore fruit and undermined the Janissaries' willingness to undertake another eastern campaign. Selim's second campaign was aborted, and Esma`il obtained a much needed respite to consolidate his position.

Safavid princely education

In the person of Selim, Esma`il had found a formidable adversary who overpowered him not only militarily but also intellectually. Indeed, Esma`il's early wanderings, from incarceration in Fars to the hiding period in Gilan before his "emergence" in 1500, did not allow him to receive a proper princely education. One can detect in his diplomatic correspondence, despite the Persian scribes' tendency to the contrary, a liking for simplified and shortened prose replete with luti (i.e. street brotherhood) slogans.
 He could compose poems in Turkish but lacked Persian literary sophistication. Selim on the other hand, had a solid command of Persian that allowed him to be named among the Persian poets of his era.
 In order to overcome his own educational shortcomings Esma`il decided to activate the royal library-atelier of Tabriz and provide his sons with the best possible education. 

Since the Mongol period, the educational curriculum (farhang-e shahaneh) of Turco-Mongol rulers of Iran required royalty both to be educated in Persian literature and to patronize the sumptuous reproduction of its major works.
 The following dynasties, especially the Aq-qoyunlus (r. 1378-1508) and the Teimurids of Iran (r. 1370-1506), had pushed the standards of princely education to new heights. Esma`il, being the grandson of Uzun-Hasan Aq-qoyunlu (r. 1453-78), was fully aware of the farhang-e shahaneh requirements, and in the aftermath of the Chaldiran debacle, as consolidation of dynastic rule took precedence over conquest, princely appearance and activities had to be emphasized more than ever before. In this context, the production of a royal illustrated Shahnameh manuscript was de rigueur. 

As the conqueror of the Aq-qoyunlu capital of Tabriz and the Teimurid capital of Herat, Esma`il had inherited an unparalleled crop of talented intellectuals, administrators, literary figures and artists. Calligraphers and painters from Herat under the leadership of the aging Behzad joined the Tabriz atelier headed by the celebrated painter Soltan-Mohammad to participate in an unprecedented project that reflected the grandiose visions of Esma`il: the most sumptuous and grandly illustrated manuscript perhaps ever made, the Shahnameh-ye Shahi.
 The project was also meant to get Tahmasb interested in the fine arts. Tahmasb came to Tabriz in 1521, and under the tutelage of Behzad and Soltan-Mohammad acquired painting skills that reputedly allowed him to teach and even rectify painters and their works later on. After the death of Esma`il in 1524, the Shahnameh-ye Shahi project continued until completion some ten or fifteen years later. The bulk of the manuscript thus reflects Tahmasb's taste, and its dedicatory rosace bears his name rather than Esma`il's.

Though Esma`il was a descendant of the Aq-qoyunlus, it was the Teimurid standards of farhang-e shahaneh that he sought for his sons. Hence, the Teimurid epithet of mirza was adopted for Safavid princes in lieu of beyg used for Turcoman princes. As diminutive of amir-zadeh (i.e. son of commander), and an epithet adopted by the Teimurids in deference to the title amir used by their progenitor Teimur, mirza sounded less noble than the traditional Persian word for prince, shah-zadeh (i.e. son of shah). But such was the erudition of Teimurid princes that by the end of the fifteenth century, the word mirza had become synonymous with "learned prince," and their capital city of Herat had become the uncontested cultural center of the Persian lands. Thus, Tahmasb and, after him, Sam Mirza were sent to Herat to act as governor of Khorasan and, at the same time, get acquainted with the sophisticated ways of that city. A particularly fashionable Herati exercise was the mo`ama, or the art of poetical riddles, the solving of which required the undoing of several layers of entangled meanings.
 Following the Teimurid model, the farhang-e shahaneh of Safavid princes included Persian literature, fine arts and mo`ama. Thus, in a praising biographical note on his brother Bahram Mirza, Sam Mirza wrote: "in the realm of calligraphy, especially nasta`liq, he was most famous and in the practice of drawing, poetry and mo`ama he was unparalleled."
 True to their mirza epithet, the Safavid princes who had acquired Herati sophistication, maintained their own library-ateliers, and used them to convey complex messages to each other through poetical manuscripts designed with multiple levels of meanings embedded in each illustration.
 

The one exception among first generation Safavid princes was Esma`il's second son Alqas who for unknown reasons was treated as an outcast in his father's times. When Tahmasb was summoned to Tabriz, Alqas was bypassed in favor of his younger brother Sam Mirza who replaced Tahmasb as nominal governor of Herat; and according to the chronicler Qazi Ahmad-e Qomi, Alqas was deprived of education and remained semi-literate.
 And yet, it is this least educated of the Safavid princes who had the greatest cultural impact on the Ottoman court. When Alqas rebelled against his brother Tahmasb, and defected to the Ottomans in 1547, he brought along a small retinue of administrators that included his scribe, Fathollah Arefi-ye Shirazi. Arefi composed for the Ottoman Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent (r. 1520-66) -- who like his father Selim I was well versed in Persian poetry -- a multiple-volume versified history of the Ottoman dynasty, volume five of which was entitled, Suleiman-nameh or the History of Suleiman. It was composed in the same meter as Ferdausi's shahnameh and established a genre emulated by subsequent poet laureates. He was succeeded in this task by another member of Alqas' retinue, his librarian Aflatun-e Shervani. The latter was in turn succeeded by Loqman-e Ormavi who composed the Selim-nameh (also called Shahnameh-ye Selim Khan), an ode to Suleiman's successor, Selim II (r. 1566-74).

The original royal manuscript of the Suleiman-nameh was copied in 1558 by Ali b. Amir Beyg Shervani, also a member of Alqas' retinue; this manuscript and the later 1581 Selim-nameh (see fig. 1) both display a standard of calligraphy and illustration techniques much inferior to those of contemporary Safavid works.
 It is a testimony to Safavid cultural achievements and Ottoman paucity in literary figures and arts-of-the-book artists that the small entourage of the fleeing semi-literate Alqas became the instruments of his endearment with Suleiman with much impact on Ottoman courtly art and literature.

Esma`il and the Uzbeks

In 1506, as Esma`il was conquering the Aq-qoyunlu empire, the Teimurids of Herat were threatened by the Uzbek warlord Mohammad Khan Shibani, who had already captured Samarqand. As a descendant of Shiban grandson of Changiz Khan, he had a hereditary claim on Khorasan and considered the Teimurids as usurpers.
 The last of the Teimurid sultans, Soltan-Hosein Bayqara, died en route to meet the Shibani khan, and the task of defending Herat fell on his two sons Badi` al-Zaman Mirza and Mozaffar-Hosein Mirza who were no match for the invading Uzbeks. They were swept away and Shibani Khan triumphantly entered Herat as a rightful ruler reclaiming lost territory. There were no reprisals against the Heratis and there was no deportation of artisans and artists. 

With the conquest of Teimurid territories, the Shibani khan was inevitably headed for confrontation with Esma`il. As with the Ottomans, the first skirmishes were diplomatic rather than military. The khan, derogatorily addressed Esma`il as darugheh (the title of local commanders appointed by the Mongols in conquered territories) or Sheikh-oghlu (i.e. son of sheikh), and chided him for his kingly pretensions "even though none of his forefathers was a king."
 Esma`il responded that by this logic the first of Iranian dynasties, the Pishdadians, should have never been supplanted, and that Changiz Khan was an usurper as well.
 Esma`il then admonished him for not keeping his word to invade Iran en route to a Mecca pilgrimage, and prided himself to have accomplished his own pilgrimage to Mashad as vowed, even though the khan had vacated the city and was not there to greet him with full honors!

In 1509, Esma`il encircled the citadel of Marv where Shibani Khan was awaiting Uzbek reinforcements. He lured him out of the citadel before the arrival of fresh troops and after cornering him into a ruined caravanserai, massacred the entire garrison that accompanied him. The khan's body was retrieved from under a mound of corpses and was beheaded. His scalp was sent to the Ottoman sultan Bayezid, his hand to another supporter, and his skull was made into a wine cup. 

The death of Shibani Khan shattered all hopes for a unified command of the Uzbeks. They remained a federation of loose clans more content to join plundering expeditions than to pursue hereditary territorial claims. Despite severe casualties inflicted upon the Qizilbash troops in Ghojdovan in 1512, the Uzbeks avoided direct confrontation with Safavid troops and retreated to Transoxiana each time the Safavid monarch approached Khorasan. The Oxus became once again the de facto borderline between Iran and its northeastern Turkic neighbors.

Esma`il and Babur

During the time that the Uzbeks pushed south and conquered Teimurid domains in early sixteenth century, a number of wandering Teimurid princes, including Soltan-Hosein's successor and eldest son Badi` al-Zaman Mirza,
 flocked into Safavid territory. Esma`il received them with full honor. Had the Teimurid been the masters of Khorasan when Esma`il embarked on his eastern conquests, his attitude towards the Teimurids would have been perhaps different. But as it turned out, they had a common enemy in the person of the Shibani Khan. Thus, when the latter was killed, Esma`il and Badi` al-Zaman Mirza celebrated the demise of their common enemy by drinking wine out of a cup made from his skull.

Another Teimurid prince who had suffered defeat at the hands of Shibani Khan was Babur. He was a prince in search of a kingdom. In 1501 he had briefly occupied Samarqand but had been ousted by Shibani Khan, and now with the demise of his enemy, he sought Esma`il's help to recover Samarqand.
 Esma`il provided troops and Babur conquered Samarqand, but his victory was short lived, as Esma`il's help came with strings attached: Babur had to wear the Qizilbash headgear and have the Friday sermon recited in the name of Esma`il and according to Shi'ite rites. Within three months, the Sunni population of Samarqand rebelled against him and he was evicted from the city. Babur again joined forces with the Safavids. Against a major Uzbek contingent trapped in Ghujduvan, the combined Qizilbash and Teimurid forces were placed under the command of the Persian vizier Najm-e Sani who could control neither of them. As the Uzbeks counter-attacked and the Qizilbash fell into disarray, Babur decided to abandon the battle-scene and head south with his forces. He conquered India shortly after the death of Esma`il. Esma`il I's initial relationship with the Mughal emperor Babur set the tone for Safavid-Mughal relationship, which remained courteous and friendly despite the Mughals' adherence to Sunni Islam.

Tahmasb and the Uzbeks

Like most of his illustrious Turco-Mongol predecessors, Esma`il died at an early age of excess in alcohol consumption. He was succeeded by his ten-year old son, Tahmasb. The latter had barely reached adolescence when the traditional Uzbek inroads into Khorasan resumed. Led by Shibani Khan's nephew, Ubeidollah Khan, the Uzbeks hoped for a quick victory against the young and inexperienced Tahmasb.

They confronted the Qizilbash army near Jam; and in the ensuing battle, the Qezelbâsh wings were shattered and troops started to flee, but Tahmâsb stood firm in the center. After pounding the enemy with artillery, he suddenly unleashed his Special Guards unit (Qurchiyân-e khâssé) on `Obeydollâh Khân who was already celebrating victory. Wounded and narrowly escaping death, `Obaydollâh retreated to Transoxiana.

Tahmasb's victory in Jam had important consequences for the future of the Safavid state. Domestically, he gained the respect of Qizilbash commanders who had witnessed his patience, courage, decisiveness and choice of strategy. Vis à vis the Uzbeks, he gained a confidence he never lost. But most importantly, he understood the effectiveness of firepower against the Uzbeks who lacked firearms; from then on he carefully husbanded his artillery for the eastern front and refused to waste it against the superior Ottoman forces on the western front. 

As for the Uzbeks, the debacle in Jam revived the memory of the earlier defeat of Shibani Khan and reminded them, that far from their supply bases, they could not be effective against the better-equipped Safavid imperial troops. No matter how much Ubeidollah emphasized their hereditary Changizid claim over Khorasan, his Uzbek peers did not welcome the prospect of a costly conquest.

At fourteen, Tahmasb had defeated a prestigious descendant of Changiz Khan, and the most respected leader of the Uzbeks. His victory was not accidental and subsequent events only confirmed Tahmasb's military abilities. In 1534, Tahmasb launched his first -- and last -- self-initiated campaign against them. The vanguard of the Qizilbash army was already marching towards Bokhara when the news of an imminent Ottoman attack prompted Tahmasb to abort his campaign and head west.
 For the next few years Tahmasb rushed from one frontier to the other as Ottomans and Uzbeks alternated attacks. The Uzbeks never dared to confront Tahmasb himself and after each raid, evacuated Khorasan before his arrival.

Meanwhile, as Ubeidollah refused military confrontation with Tahmasb, the latter launched a rhetorical campaign against him. Intellectually, the Uzbek khan was a man to be reckoned with. He was an accomplished poet, skilled calligrapher, talented musician and renowned composer who had turned his capital, Bokhara, into a second Herat.
 Nevertheless, Tahmasb's farhangeh-shahaneh provided him with enough ammunition to challenge Ubeidollah on cultural grounds as well. In the ensuing war of words, mixing prose with poems of his own, he first derided Ubeidollah for evading confrontation:

When I left, you raised an army, 

and when I came back, you rapidly fled;

If you wish to be a king, come to the battlefield, 

God shall determine whom among the two of us merits the throne

Next, in a borrowed couplet from a poem written in the past by Pir Budaq to his father Jahanshah Qara-qoyunlu (r. 1438-67), he reminded him of his youthful good fortune and threatened to eradicate him from the world:

"Both my fortune and I are young: 

do not attempt to fight with two young ones

I shall so throw you up and down, 

That no sign shall remain from you or your name"

He also viciously attacked Ubeidollah's physical features and weaknesses:

O impatient lowly deaf man


Beware of me and my good fortune

You are deaf and your fortune is blind


How can a deaf and blind wield power

It is time to fight like a man

Let your sword be tainted red by blood, O yellow skinned man (i.e. Mongol)

But it was in fending off attacks against Safavid Shi'ism that Tahmasb proved to be most imaginative. As Ubeidollah criticized Qizilbash "heretical" behavior, in particular their act of prostration before their spiritual leader, which he equated with idolatry, Tahmasb replied that even though prostration to worship a human being was a sin, prostration to honor a man was permitted since the parents of the Prophet Joseph (Quran XII:100)
 had similarly honored him; and, God had ordered all angels to prostrate themselves before Adam but Satan who refused to do so was for ever damned (Quran II:32).
 He knew the Quran well and time and again made effective use of it.

A new role for the library-ateliers

The library-atelier of Tahmasb had surpassed in prestige those of the Aq-qoyunlus and Teimurids, but the library-atelier of the erudite Ubeidollah, whose farhangeh-shahaneh was no less than Tahmasb's, lacked competent artists; Sheibani Khan had allowed the former Teimurid artists to remain in Herat and as a result, most were inherited by the Safavids. It is only through laying siege on Herat and pressuring artisans and artists to leave for Bokhara that Ubeidollah finally mustered a nucleus of respectable artists for his library-atelier. The two most important ones were Mir Ali, the uncontested nasta`liq master-calligrapher of his age, and Sheikhzadeh, a prolific painter and illuminator who single-handedly illustrated most of the Herati manuscripts of this period. The two had worked for the library-atelier of Sam Mirza and left Herat prior to its fall to the Uzbeks in 1529.
 Their combined efforts lifted the Bokhara library-atelier of Ubeidollah and his son, Abd al-Aziz, to unprecedented levels. 

As the level of their respective library-atelier rose, painting and manuscript illustration offered another sparring medium for the two opponents. When Tahmasb repented of past sins in 1534 and banned the consumption of alcohol and music from his realm, the continued drinking habits and musical activities of Ubeidollah became a source of ridicule at the Safavid court. Tahmasb's close companion and chief painter, Agha Mirak, drew an ink caricature of Ubeidollah seated on a golden royal throne with a wine gourd resting on his arm, playing a musical instrument (fig. 3).
 Its message was clear: how could Ubeidollah pretend to be the champion of true Islam if he drank wine and played music?

Tahmasb and the Ottomans

Tahmasb's attitude toward the Uzbeks was in sharp contrast with his handling of the Ottomans. Towards the former he felt a psychological superiority that allowed him to remain scornful of their leaders. But in dealing with the Ottomans, Tahmasb gradually abandoned mockery in favor of cautious respect. 

After the Janissaries refused to follow Selim I in a second campaign against Esma`il, the Ottomans resumed the European campaigns. Selim's successor, Suleiman, was a relentless campaigner who in rapid succession conquered Belgrade, Rhodes, Hungary and even laid siege to Vienna and Corfou. In between the European campaigns, he undertook three major campaigns against Tahmasb. Nonetheless, unlike his father, Suleiman did not harbor a grudge against the Qizilbash. Even though he constantly demanded the abandon of their insulting sabb and la`nat practice, annihilating them was not a priority. In fact, none of his eastern campaigns were launched on his own initiative; each time, he was lured into it by a Safavid renegade.
 

Opting for a scorched-earth strategy, Tahmasb refused confrontation and harassed the enemy through guerilla warfare.
 Ironically, Tahmasb's evasive tactics attracted the same rebuke from Suleiman as the one he had formerly thrown at Ubeidollah. He recounts in his own diaries, Suleiman told him: "your father Shah Esma`il fought me, if you have any claim on bravery let us fight and if you don't want to fight stop pretending to be brave."
 Tahmasb's justification for evading the Ottomans is a testimony to his coolheaded response to provocation, and to his subtle use of Quran based rhetoric: "God has said: 'don't throw thyself unnecessarily into death when fighting the infidels' (quoting Quran II:195), and if such an action is forbidden against infidels how then can I justify fighting against a Moslem army ten times larger than mine."
 But Tahmasb was not content with justifications alone: every Ottoman attack had to be reciprocated with a stinging rhetoric. He thus chided Suleiman for acting like a "veiled woman" when hiding behind a curtain of artillery, and challenged him to come out and fight like a man.

Like his father Thamsb could also use luti rhetoric, especially in the phase of correspondence when mutual belligerence was at its height. Whereas Bayezid I had qualified Esma`il as siyadat entesab (i.e. descendant of the Prophet), Suleiman blatantly attacked Tahmasb's forged genealogy by calling him siyadat ektesab (one who pretended to be a descendant of the Prophet). Tahmasb responded that how dare you question my lineage, "you whose forefathers are renowned to be idiots and of rotten seed through marriage with Anatolian (rumi) and Frankish (i.e. Christian) slaves."
 It is perhaps at this stage that Aqa Mirak painted another mocking caricature, that of a disheveled Suleiman in short pants, holding a dog, the very symbol of an "unclean" Christian foreigner in the eyes of the Moslems (see fig. 4).

Worn down by an unwinnable war, the two enemies finally concluded a peace treaty in 1555. The Safavid loss of territory was minimal and restricted to Baghdad and certain areas of eastern Anatolia. In return Suleiman recognized Safavid sovereignty. With the initiation of the peace process, the correspondence between the two became courteous, and even flowery, as on the occasion of the arrival of Suleiman's son, Prince Bayezid. The latter was chased by the combined forces of his father and brother Selim, and took refuge with Tahmasb after extracting a religiously binding oath that was supposed to block all paths to treachery. 

It was a wonderful opportunity for Tahmasb to put pressure on Suleiman by refusing compliance with his extradition request. But eager to preserve his peace with Suleiman, Tahmasb -- by his own admission -- found a way to renege on his promise: he had vowed not to deliver the prince to Suleiman and his men but not to the men of Suleiman's other son Selim (the future Selim II)!
 And so, the unfortunate prince and his sons were delivered to Selim's men who beheaded them on the spot.

`Ubeidollah died in 1540, and the 1555 treaty lifted the threat of Ottoman attacks. Possibly hampered by a hereditary ophthalmic disease that weakened his eyesight,
 and free from the threat of belligerent neighbors, Tahmasb eased into semi-retirement. In the post 1555 period, he did not ride a horse and saw no need for a standing army; for the last fourteen years of his reign, he simply stopped paying his army.
 As he lost confidence in his brothers and most valiant son Esma`il (the future Esma`il II, r. 1576-78),
 he increasingly hid behind woman relatives, first his sister Soltanum (d. 1562) and then his daughter, Pari Khan Khanum (d. 1578), both of whom were not allowed to get married. 

Handicapped as he was, Tahmasb cherished the Ottoman truce and spared no effort to maintain it. Thus, when Selim II succeeded his father Suleiman, Tahmasb personally supervised the production of a 70 ells (zar`) long congratulation letter to Selim. We have a first-hand account of Tahmasb's direct involvement in this project through one of the scribes, the young Qazi Ahmad-e Qomi: over a period of eight months, Persian administrators and members of the cultural elite would recite prose and poem to the monarch who would personally choose some and have them recorded for inclusion in the letter.
 Never in the history of Persian diplomatic correspondence had so much time and attention been devoted to a single letter.

In 1567, a Safavid delegation was sent to carry this letter. It was accompanied by 320 officials and 400 merchants, with gifts and presents laden on 34 camels. An Ottoman list of the gifts, ranked in descending value, enumerated objects that included a jewel box holding a pear-sized ruby, two pearls weighing 40 drams, a tent topped with gold, and 20 silk carpets. At the very top, were listed two precious manuscripts: a Quran reputedly copied by the Imam Ali and the Shahnameh-ye Shahi, the pride of Tahmasb's library.

The arrival of the Safavid delegation is described and illustrated in the royal manuscript of the Selim-nameh copied in 1581 (fig. 1, see also appendix). A row of attendants at the bottom carry the gifts sent by Tahmasb. First and foremost are the manuscripts. The one domain in which the Safavids had achieved absolute superiority was the art of the book. As Persian was still the dominant literary language of the Ottoman court, illustrated and illuminated Persian manuscripts were in high demand. Hence, the front position accorded to the Safavid manuscripts brought by the Persian delegation. 

Gift of illustrated manuscripts 

The gift of Tahmasb's own illustrated manuscripts set a precedent that successor Safavid rulers felt obliged to follow, especially after the accession of the Ottoman sultan Morad III (r. 1574-95) who was a renowned bibliophile and avid collector.
  

Tahmasb was succeeded by his son Esma`il II, whose long incarceration at the dungeon of Qahqaheh had allowed him to delve into poetry but had deprived him of a library-atelier. 
 Upon ascending to the throne, he revived the royal Safavid library-atelier and commissioned the production of a new illustrated copy of the shahnameh.
 According to the contemporary chronicler Budaq-e Qazvini, he sent Morad III "fifty illustrated manuscripts copied by unrivaled master-calligraphers, not one of which could be found in the Ottoman sultan's library. Even though (his cousin) Ebrahim Mirza impertinently repeated that such manuscripts were irreplaceable and [the Ottomans] could not appreciate their value or their beauty, and that other items should be sent instead, [the shah] replied, `I need peace and security, not books and manuscripts that I never read nor see.'"
 

The sudden death of Esma`il II followed by the reign of his almost blind elder brother, Shah Mohammad Khodabandeh (r. 1578-88), tipped the balance of power in favor of the Ottomans. They invaded Tabriz, and despite several attempts by Shah Mohammad's valiant son Hamzeh Mirza to liberate it, the Ottomans remained in full control and threatened to annex the Safavid sacred city of Ardabil. Hamzeh Mirza sued for peace and accepted the Ottoman condition to send his infant son Heidar Mirza as hostage to the Porte with the caveat that the Ottoman sultan would in turn -- nominally -- appoint him governor of Tabriz.

The Safavid delegation accompanying the young prince was to present lavish gifts. In the dire military position that Hamzeh Mirza was in, no gift could be more effective than preciously illuminated manuscripts that projected Safavid refinement in the highest sphere of kingly activities, namely, the patronage of the art of the book. Since the previous gifts to the Ottomans had depleted the illustrated manuscripts of the Safavid royal library,
 Hamzeh Mirza undertook the refurbishing of existing text manuscripts by adding illumination, illustration and sumptuous lacquer bindings to them.
 He was killed in 1586 before his infant son could leave for Istanbul. 

The death of Hamzeh Mirza left the blind Shah Mohammad in a precarious position and prompted him to write the most apologetic letter that a Safavid ever addressed to the Porte. Blaming Esma`il II for the renewed Safavid-Ottoman hostilities,
 he recognized Ottoman suzerainty over his domain and asked Morad III to bestow back on him the non-occupied land of Iran as a hereditary fiefdom (olka').
 But he was soon deposed and replaced by his younger son Abbas. Dealings with the Ottomans resumed the course agreed upon by Hamzeh Mirza; Heidar Mirza was to go to the Porte as promised. When the Safavid delegation finally set out for the Porte, magnificent manuscripts of Hamzeh Mirza's personal library-atelier were added to the gifts to express regret for the delayed arrival of the young hostage prince.

Tahmasb and Humayun

History repeated itself when, in 1544, Babur's son Humayun (r. 1530-56) came to the Safavid court seeking Tahmasb’s help to recapture his kingdom. It was a wonderful opportunity for Tahmasb to take advantage of this royal visit to score a diplomatic coup and pressure Humayun to act as a Shiite in the same way that his father had pushed Babur to don the Qizilbash headgear.

Humayun was received with great fanfare and Tahmasb issued specific orders to various princes and governors, spelling out in great detail the welcoming preparations that they each had to undertake.
 Once Humayun was at his mercy, Tahmasb asked him to put on the Qizilbash headgear --also called taj-e Heidari (Heidar's crown) -- and to accept Shi'ite affiliation. Humayun donned the taj saying he was accepting it as a crown of honor but refused to become a Shi'ite. His refusal so angered Tahmasb that he threatened his execution along with his retinue.
 

Tahmasb's favorite sister, the princess Soltanum, interceded on behalf of the Mughals; the shah agreed to spare their lives and to provide troops against Humayun's treacherous brother, Kamran Mirza, who held Qandahar. Kamran Mirza was defeated and Qandahar was captured. It was to belong to the Safavids, but under duress and fearing the approaching winter, Humayun ousted the Qizilbash contingent from Qandahar and proceeded to recapture his lost kingdom on his own.

In the following decades, Qandahar repeatedly changed hands.
 With each change of hand, the victor, whether Safavid or Mughal, presented a disarming excuse for his conquest and emphasized that such "minor event" should not affect the solid foundation of mutual-friendship.
 This façade of courteous relationship between the two neighbors remained unscathed, except for a brief period during the reign of Shah Abbas II (r. 1642-66). 

Irritated by the military successes of the Sunni conservative Awrangzib (r.1658-1707) over his brother Morad-Bakhsh, who Abbas II had supported, the mood at the Safavid court turned against the Mughals. Belittling the Mughals became the order of the day, and by royal command, the court painter Ali-qoli Beyg Jebadar prepared a painting that depicted Babur kissing the hand of Esma`il I (fig. 2). Even though Babur had never met Esma`il in person, the painting was to emphasize Babur's initial oath of allegiance towards the Safavids. By its shape, the painting seems to be the prototype of a mural painting such as the one in the audience hall of the Chehel-sotun palace in Esfahan that depicts a previous royal encounter, Tahmasb receiving Humayun.
 Perhaps, it was intended to adorn another wall of the same hall. 

The Mughals and Persian Culture

The encounters of the first two Mughal emperors with the Safavids, became a symbol of cordial relationship between the two neighboring empires that was emphasized over and over again in subsequent diplomatic correspondence. And yet, more than friendship, it is the cultural ties between the two that prevented the flaring of religious and political animosity, as they each grew richer and stronger. 

As a scion of the Teimurids, Humayun's appreciation for works of art was immense, and fortuitously, his arrival coincided with Tahmasb's loss of vision and loss of interest in his own library-atelier. At Tahmasb's court, Humayun was dazzled by the masterpieces of the Safavid royal library-atelier and offered a huge sum for the release of the aging painter Mir Mosavver, whom the shah had previously dismissed. Tahmasb responded by giving Humayun an illustrated manuscript prepared for his great grandfather, the Teimurid Abu-Sa'id, with magnificent illuminated borders added by his chief-painter Aqa Mirak, that were supposed to emphasize Safavid artistic superiority over Teimurid traditional painting.

Humayun's largess on the one hand, and Tahmasb's disinterest in illustrated manuscripts on the other, prompted the exodus of Safavid artists including Mir Mosavver, towards the Mughal court. The latter's son, Mir Sayyed Ali, along with another migrating painter Abd al-Samad are credited to have launched the Mughal school of painting. 

Cultural exchanges and their ramifications

The initial exodus towards the Mughal court was followed by several waves of migrating artists, literary figure, administrators and judges.
 The constant flow of these men between the two courts maintained a climate of mutual respect and friendship that did not exist between the Safavids and their other neighbors. In the case of the Ottomans, their rapid Turkicization probably diminished the appeal for Persian administrators to migrate to the Porte. But as the Mughals remained entrenched in their Persian cultural heritage, men of experience were increasingly imported to administer their expanding empire. 

With or without migrating Persian administrators, the Safavids wielded enormous influence on their neighbors through the high standards that their library-ateliers had achieved in calligraphy, illumination and painting. Under the Teimurids and the Aq-qoyunlus, a new style of script, the nasta`liq, had been developed for Persian literature. Safavid calligraphers improved on it and nasta`liq conquered the administrative domain as well. Literary manuscripts, royal decrees and governmental correspondence were all gradually penned in the new script. The sudden popularity and dominance of nasta`liq further consolidated Safavid supremacy in the arts of the book, but the flight of Mir Ali to the Uzbek court, briefly positioned Bokhara as a new center for nasta`liq propagation that eventually much influenced the Mughal style of calligraphy.
 

The loss of a master here and there however, neither challenged the supremacy of the royal Safavid library-atelier nor created lasting competition for it. None of its neighbors disposed of the vast resources that production centers such as Shiraz offered.
 Even when royal patronage was at its lowest, Shiraz ateliers continued to produce impressive quantities of illustrated manuscripts that not only fed the Persian commercial markets, but also Indian and Ottoman export markets where the possession of such items had become a symbol of prestige and social standing. In the process, talented artists were discovered and trained, many of which subsequently joined the princely Safavid library-ateliers. 

Without such a pool of talent to tap from, the Safavid neighbors could not sustain a high quality output in their library-ateliers; each downturn had to await the arrival of a new Safavid defector to lift up the level once again. The one exception was perhaps Mughal painting. When the Mughal ateliers shifted into a high gear production mode to satisfy the aspirations of the energetic emperor Akbar (r. 1556-1605) for the illustration of a grand scale Hamzeh-nameh with more than 1400 full-page paintings, a vast number of local Indian painters were recruited to work under the supervision of the two aforementioned Persian masters, Mir Sayyed Ali and Abd al-Samad. The Teimurid tradition of princely patronage coupled with an abundant Indian workforce assured continued excellence for Mughal royal painting. 

Inevitably, the local painters exercised their influence and, despite the constant arrival of new waves of Persian artists, stirred the Mughal style away from Persian miniature painting. The early Mughal style had followed the Persian canons of painting, especially in stylized portraiture (see for instance a portrait of Akbar's brother Mohammad Hakim Mirza in fig. 5). But in time, Mughal painting adopted a naturalistic style of portraiture that valued exact likeness (e.g. fig. 6).
 On the other hand, due to a lack of local tradition, Persian influence remained strong in Mughal calligraphy and illumination. 

Unlike the Uzbeks and the Mughals, the Ottomans had substituted Turkish for Persian in the administrative domain. It was not a drastic change. As Turkish lacked a longstanding administrative tradition, the initial switch of language was mainly achieved through a change of verbs; sentence structure and most other words read very much like Persian and/or Persianized Arabic. The switch of language limited further Persian influence. For the writing of decrees for instance, the Ottomans rejected the nasta'liq and transformed the traditional ta`liq script into their famous divani script. But when it came to create ornate decrees, they had no choice but to apply Safavid illumination techniques and use Persian trained illuminators.
 

Conclusion

Shah Esma`il I's emphasis on the revival of the royal library-atelier and on the education of his sons in literature and fine arts, not only brought prestige to the Safavids but provided a very effective mean of diplomacy. Within a world dominated by a common Persian cultural heritage and in which Persian administrators, literary figures and artists were in demand, neighboring royalties were eager to claim that they shared the same farhang-e shahaneh that the Safavids had inherited. Educated in the best of Herati traditions, Shah Tahmasb, skillfully used cultural diplomacy to supplement his military initiatives by mixing vilifying rhetoric with bombastic praise and by sending lavish works of art to dazzle his adversaries. For lack of military strength, Tahamsb's successors had no choice but to continue his style of cultural diplomacy in order to project a hazy image of imperial dignity. 

Appendix

The celebrated 1567 gift of Tahmasb to Selim II, the Shahnameh-ye Shahi manuscript, remained in the Ottoman library until early nineteen century. Indeed, later fly leaves inserted opposite each illustration bear a synopsis of the related shahnameh story written in Turkish c. 1801 by the "Keeper of the Guns" of Selim III (r. 1789-1807), Mohammad Aref.
 Unlike their illustrious sixteenth century predecessors, the later Ottoman sultans could not read Persian; therefore, a Turkish translation was necessary to understand the relationship between text and illustration. 

By the end of the nineteenth century the manuscript was in the possession of Baron Edmond de Rothschild in Paris.
 The intriguing question is: how did this manuscript come out of the Topkapi Palace Library in Istanbul? 

Compounding the mystery is the fact that the Shahnameh-ye Shahi was initially accompanied by a sumptuous copy of the Quran reputedly copied by the Imam 'Ali (d. 661) that has also disappeared from Topkapi. To presume that one important manuscript was stolen is perhaps conceivable, even though unlikely, given the hefty size of the Shahnameh-ye Shahi (approx. 48 x 18cm); but to think that two historically important manuscripts, so different in size and subject (i.e. different shelf locations), were both stolen from the usually impenetrable Topkapi Palace Library is unimaginable. The only plausible alternative is that the two were gifted back to Iran on the occasion of a peace treaty between the Ottomans and Qajar Iran in the nineteenth century. 

Such theory finds added support from a recently sold Quran manuscript on the London art market. The latter first appeared at Christies' in London where after private viewing, I suggested that the manuscript was undoubtedly the companion Quran to the Shahnameh-ye Shahi.
 For, it had a sixteenth century Safavid binding and at the same time had a crushed-mother-of-pearl-sprinkled toghra sign of the Topkapi Palace Library (fig. 7). Moreover, it was an extremely fine ninth century Quran with an added colophon-like kufic inscription inserted into the last two illuminated pages (fig. 8) reading katabahu Ali (copied by Ali). It was common practice through out the ages in the Muslim world to attribute the provenance and/or penmanship of preciously old Quran manuscripts to the Imam Ali, his son Hasan or the caliph Othman. It is not clear whether Tahmasb or his librarians knew about the apocryphal nature of the colophon. But if they knew about it, chances are that they relied on their less experienced Ottoman counterparts to accept the spurious attribution; for in those days, the Ottoman market was constantly fed with fakes and semi-fakes of Iranian origin.
 

More importantly, notations on the first page of the Quran (fig. 7) indicate that it was in Iran in 1863. We might then presume that in a twist of fate, the two manuscripts were gifted back to Iran, most probably on the occasion of the treaty of Erzerum in 1824. The latter treaty came in the wake of successful military campaigns conducted by the valiant Qajar prince Mohammad-Ali Mirza Daulatshah (1788-1821). He had started negotiations with the Ottomans and in correspondence with his brother and crown prince Abbas Mirza, he had highly praised the intellectual capacity of the military commander who was negotiating on behalf of the Ottoman sultan.
 The basis for negotiations was of course the original 1555 treaty of Tahmasb amended by subsequent treaties concluded with successive Safavid and Afsharid rulers. Facing military pressure in the field, the Ottomans found it an opportune time to buy goodwill. The learned and bibliophile Qajars were certainly able to appreciate the historical significance of the return of these two exceptional manuscripts, a return that was perhaps conceived and suggested by the knowledgeable Ottoman military commander so highly praised by Daulatshah. Reciprocating the magnanimous gesture of Tahmasb would also be a reminder of the long history of war and peace between the two nations. To this day, research into Qajar-Ottoman treaties has not revealed any direct reference to such gift, except for the fact the Erzerum treaty constantly refers to the Imam Ali and shahnameh characters. One may hope that researchers with access to Iranian archives will find one day concrete evidence to this effect.
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