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Abstract 

This thesis reveals, for the first time, the significance, scope and achievements of 

Safavid (1501-1736) domestic architecture in Iran. Through extensive illustration and 

analyses the research details the construction of buildings such as palaces, houses and 

pavilions, as well as the gardens, gates and walls that defined their settings. The 

political, religious, economic and social circumstances of Safavid architecture are 

described and the impact of these circumstances upon the formal expression and spatial 

organisation of buildings is discussed. The key drivers of Safavid architectural 

development are found to lie in the conflicts between the Safavid and Ottoman Empires 

and in the reign of Shah Abbas 1. While most of the buildings examined in this thesis 

are located in Qazvin and Isfahan, buildings and gardens in the Caspian Sea area are 

also addressed. 

The research uses two quite distinct and different sources. The first source is existing 

buildings and ruins that have been measured, extensively photographed and empirically 

studied by the author during two field trips. The second source is significant 

information about Safavid architecture that has been gleaned from European travellers 

who visited Persia during the Safavid era, including the French jeweller and traveller 

Jean Chardin, Engelbert Kaempfer, Sir Thomas Herbert, Pietro Della Valle, Don Garcia 

de Silva y Figueroa and Cornelius de Bruin. This second body of material provides 

information about the ways in which Persian architecture was viewed by foreigners 

whose accounts are coloured by their expectations and the politics under which they 

made their visits as diplomats, traders and adventurers. Accounts of buildings from this 

source are necessarily interpreted against empilical evidence. 

The research identifies the key buildings and building types of the era and gives detailed 

accounts of their development, their importance during the Safavid period and their 

current condition and future. These include the Ali Qapu gateway and Chehel Sotun 

pavilion at Qazvin, Hasht Behesht pavilion, Ali Qapu and Chehel Sotun palaces in 

Isfahan, Annenian Marta Peters and Sookiassian houses of the Julfa suburb in Isfahan, 

and palaces of Far aha bad and (Ashraf) Behshar in the Caspian Sea area. 
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Transliteration 

The system of transliteration adopted for the Persian letters uses the Roman alphabet in 

such a way that a single Roman sign represents each Persian letter. The letters [ch, j 

zh, t kh, J;. sh and J gh represent a single consonant in the Persian alphabet. After 

Islam became prevalent in Persia, some names and words, such as Tahmasp and Pars, 

changed their pronunciation to Tahmasb and Fars. The letters ":r p, [ ch, j zh, and ~ g 

are Persian and differ from the Arabic alphabet. 

The system of transliteration indicated above is the one employed in the majority of this 

thesis . However, there are some exceptions: the names of persons, cities, provinces and 

buildings in well-known cases such as Qazi Ahmad, Qandahar, Qazvin, Qom, Ali Qapu 

and Isfahan. 
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Introduction 

This study is about the history of Safavid (1501-1736) domestic architecture in Iran or 

Persia. 1 The research covers the history of buildings standing at present in Iran.2 It 

examines the history of the construction of buildings such as houses, pavilions, gardens 

and palaces from their commencement to their completion in the Safavid era and also 

the circumstances of buildings in different provinces with different customs and beliefs 

to those of modem Iran. 3 The buildings are mostly located in Safavid's second capital, 

Qazvin, and the third Safavid capital, Isfahan, which was the capital of Iran for more 

than a century.4 Also included in this research are buildings and gardens of the Safavid 

era in the Caspian Sea area. There are many Safavid buildings such as caravanserais, 

baths, mosques, bridges and schools in very good condition in Kerman, Naein, Shiraz, 

Dehdasht and all over Iran. Those buildings are described when necessary to show how 

changes over time have effected the life patterns of the areas. This study describes some 

buildings that were destroyed by earthquake and insurgents in recent centuries, mostly 

in the first Safavid capital, Tabriz, then in the summer palaces of Ashraf and Farahttbttd 

near the Caspian Sea. Influential in this thesis are the accounts of early travellers to 

Persia, even though these commonly show discrepancies in their descriptions. This 

thesis uses these descriptions as a basis for examining ruins and drawn remains of sites. 

The conclusions of the thesis form an interpretation of the historic evidence in order to 

recover the possible form and structure of the buildings as they would have been in their 

I In the West, the country has been officially known as Iran only since 1935. [persia has been known as 
Iran since Reza Shah, father of Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, whose regime collapsed in the revolution 
of 1979, had the country name Persia changed to Iran] . But the Iranians themselves have used the term 
Iran for many centuries. The name is actually of ancient origin, meaning 'Land of the Aryans'. Thus, in 
his famous inscription at Bisiton, Darius [522 -486 BC] refers to himself as an Aryan, and the Sasanian 
monarchs [224 -642 AD] called themselves kings of Iran. For more information see John Curtis, "Ancient 
Persia", p. 6. 
2 Iran at present is a country of about 75 million people, situated east of Iraq, beyond the Tigris River, 
Arvand Roud (shatt alarab) waterway and east of the Persian Gulf. To the north, it borders Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, and on the Caspian Sea with Russia. It also borders Pakistan and Afghanistan 
in the east, and Turkey to the west. Iran has managed to remain independent throughout much of its 
history. 
3 The principal Iranian ethnic groups are Persian 54%, Azari 21 %, Mazandarani and Geelaki 10%, Kurd 
6% and Khozi 2%. In general, 88% of Iranians are Shia Muslim with 10% Sunni Muslim. Two per cent 
are Christian, Jewish, Zoroastrian and Bahai. The historical Zoroastrian religion of millennia ago, and 
Bahai which has a 150-year-old history, originated in Iran. Zoroastrianism was further weakened by the 
founding of two new religions. One was started in the third century C.E., by Mani. The second new 
religion was started in the fifth century by a man named Mazdak. Mani took portions of several religions -
Zoroastrianism, Christianity, and Buddhism and created a new faith, Manichaeism. Mazdaism was as 
much a social revolution as a new religious idea. Mazda beloved that inequalities among the social classes 
caused hatred; they were the source of evil thoughts and deeds. See Karen Zeinert, "The Persian Empire", 
p.46. 
4 The first Safavid capital was Tabriz. 
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original state, and the types of social activity housed in these structures. These 

eyewitness reports and chronicles of the architecture, urban constructions and 

decorative arts have not previously been used as historical evidence to support an 

investigation of the architecture for this distinctive period. They therefore frame the 

contribution of this thesis to knowledge of Safavid architecture. 5 Within these 

chronicles and reports it is the description of paintings that often forms the most 

significant attribution for the opulence and purpose of the architecture. The writers are 

reporting on the state occasions they attended but as well the spaces, images and 

landscapes they experienced. Contemporary historians and visitors comment on resident 

artists and the styles of painting they create for the palace rooms. Writers have taken 

time to consider the influences on art from Europe and the significance of cultural 

interchange between nations. Numerous examples of European art were held in the 

palaces and religious buildings of the period, which seems to have been an infusion of 

religions, artists, merchants and delegations from many countries. 

To know about Safavid architecture, we need historically to know who the Safavids 

were, from where they came and what they did and how they interacted with their 

neighbouring nations. 6 Also, we need brief understanding of the diversity of Iran's 

heritage, culture, people, language and her history and the interchange each era. had with 

European nations. Each community and nation produces its own architectural forms and 

techniques, evolved to meet the challenges of a unique set of conditions.7 The 

5 In contrast to Iran, in Europe there was always some knowledge of ancient Iran largely through accounts 
by classical authors and from the Bible, although early histories are often confused and garbled: fact was 
frequently mixed with fiction. For example, the Elizabethan playwright Christopher Marlowe knew that 
Persepolis was a famous place in Persia, but in his play Tamburlaine the Great, first published in 1590, it 
is a thriving city at the time of Timur Lang who lived and conquered in the fourteenth century. The frrst 
European traveller to describe (but not identify) Persepolis was apparently the monk Odoric ofPordenone 
in Italy who passed by on his way to China in 1318. (For more see John Curtis, "Ancient Persia", p. 84). 
On the Shah Abbas Caspian Sea gardens, Gmelin says that Northern Persia did not produce oranges and 
lemons and that the trees seen at Ashraf were probably imported from India by Shah Abbas. Another 
example is about a fosse which was dug by Shah Abbas for control the Turcoman insurgence. Rabino 
reported that governor of Mazandenin dug the fosse in 1771. 
6 The spoken language in Iran is the Persian language, which Iranians themselves call Parsi or Farsi. 
7 For example, the early architecture of the Elamites before the 7th century BC is typical of the serni-
desert environment, because in the desert there were not enough trees for columns and wooden materials 
for the building. As a result, buildings were mostly constructed from mud-brick, but the construction 
materials of Safavid's Qazvin, Isfahan and Caspian Sea royal palaces are different. The Ziggurat 
pyramidical tower at Chegha Zanbil is another example of early Iranian architecture. The Ziggurat at 
Choga Zanbil was built by the Elamite king Untash-Napirisha in the fourteenth century BC and dedicated 
to the god Insbushink. 
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architecture of Iran, in its long history, has its many shapes and styles. The Safavid 

historical background is included as an appendix. 8 

The most significant information that was passed on to Europeans about Safavid 

architecture was from those who travelled to Persia during the Safavid era. It is a 

priority of this research to rely on the first-hand reports of the Safavid poets such as 

Abdi Beg Shirazi 97611568, Qazi Ahmad 1015/1606, Mahmoud Beheshti 102111612, 

the Safavid historian Eskandar Beg Monshi' s Tarikh-e Alam Ara-ye Abbasi, which was 

completed in 1615, and on the reports of European travellers and ambassadors. The 

Catholic Carmelites group travelled to Persia in 1607. Don Garcia de Silva y Figueroa 

was in Isfahan as Ambassador of the King of Spain, Phillip III, between 1614 and 161 7 

during Shah Abbas 1's reign, and his accounts described the Ali Qapu Palace.9 Italian 

traveller Pietro Della Valle travelled to Persia in 1617-1623. He visited Shah Abbas at 

the Caspian Sea at his Ashraf palace in 1618. A second group of Europeans travelling to 

Persia during the Abbas J period included Sir Thomas Herbert. He accompanied the 

English Ambassador Sir Dodmore Cotton, who was sent by King Charles I to the Shah 

Abbas I court. The mission went to the Caspian Sea palace at Ashraf in 1628. Herbert's 

descriptions are of buildings, decorations and the gardens, and it is evident that some of 

his descriptions are quoted from the Italian traveller Della Valle. The French traveller 

Jean Babtiste Tavernier visited between 1631-1665 on several occasions. From 

Germany, Adam Olearius travelled to Persia in 1637-1638. The most famous travellers 

were the French jeweller and traveller Jean Chardin 1665-1701 on several occasions and 

Engelbert Kaempfer 1683-1788, the learned German secretary and physician of the 

Swedish embassy to the court of ShahSulaiman. Engelbert Kaempfer "also in the 

Safavid era, visited Persepolis, in 1685".10 Cornelius de Bruin 1703-1705, a Dutch artist 

8 The early history of Iran can be divided into three main phases: (1) The Prehistoric Period (c. 100.000 
BC - 4300 BC) is marked by the earliest evidence of man on the Iranian Plateau as early as Lower 
Paleolithic times. It is reflected on surface finds from the Baktaran Valley and from deposits from several 
excavated cave and rock-shelter sites, located in the Zagros Mountains of western Iran; (2) The 
emergence of first villages, complex societies, and the Elarnite Empire (c. 4200-525 BC); and (3) The 
Achaemenid Persian Empire (525- 323 BC). With regard to the history of building in Iran Plateau, "The 
earliest known phases of building in Iran are, for the most part, in the western valleys or occasionally a 
little to the east of the Zagros Mountains. These were all early Neolithic communities. Thus at Ali Kosh, 
in the Deh Suran Valley, which is considered a continuation of Khuzestan are remains of large houses on 
a level datable circa 6200-5800 BC. These were built of handmade bricks".See Arthur Upham Pope, 
"Persian architecture" ,p.15 
9 See Appendix. 
10 Curtis, "Ancient Persia", p. 85. 
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and traveller, stayed at Persepolis for several months in 1704. De Bruin drew the 

Persepolis palace near Shiraz city and also drew bridges, buildings and general views of 

the Christian suburb of Isfahan's Julfa in the early eighteenth century. With his 

drawings, de Bruin indicated the location of the houses of the chief Annenian 

merchants of Julfa, the churches of Dominican, St John, the market church, the church 

of St Mary and the Christian burial place in Isfahan. 

For this study the author travelled to Iran, staying with archeologist groups of the 

Cultural Heritage Organisation of Iran, consulting with archeologists during fieldwork 

and surveys in the cities of Shiraz, Kerman, Tabriz, Qazvin, Dehdasht, Isfahan and at 

the Caspian Sea. The photographs used for illustration were in general taken by the 

author during measuring and fieldwork in Iran. Research for old sources, plans, 

materials and photographs was conducted in Iran's museums and libraries in the 

different cities. 

Chapter One of the thesis builds the case that Qasvin was a significant capital in the 

reign of Shah Tahmasp (1524-1576). Shah Tahmasp had begun a significant building 

program to establish this as the capital. Qasvin was reported to have held significant 

festivals, and its architecture and urban landscape were of high quality. Visiting 

dignitaries stayed with the Shah and Qasvin's pattern of use increasingly became the 

dominant capital during this time. 

Chapter Two focuses on a more detailed examination of the buildings of Qasvin 

constructed during the reign of Shah Tahmasp. It shows that the social activities 

incorporated into the palace environments of Qasvin suggest its use as a centre of 

government and capital during the reign of Shah Tahmasp but that the city and its 

environs reduced in importance during the reign of Shah Abbas I. Even so, continuing 

evidence suggests that Shah Abbas I used this capital as pivotal to his court until late in 

his reign. 

Chapter Three brings together the evidence for the use of both Qasvin and Isfahan as 

important urban centres during the reign of Shah Abbas I. It discusses the sequence of 

building programs in Isfahan and draws attention to the similar levels of decorative 

interior opulence to palace architecture at Qasvin. The chapter analyses the written 
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commentary on the buildings and the festivities they housed to reinforce the argument 

that both capitals were used with equal intent beginning to fonn a network of 

communication enabling the country to develop as imperial nation. Attempt is made to 

accurately date construction of building campaigns to establish what the buildings were 

like during the reign of Shah Abbas 1. This chapter also isolates changes to buildings 

over later construction programs and the ensuing damage and renovation that has 

occurred over time in order to uncover the sixteenth century attributes of the 

architecture and its decorative programs. Evidence that the palaces of Isfahan were the 

settings for sumptuous receptions and festivals is developed through an analysis of wall 

paintings found in the palace's staterooms. Many of these bore strong European 

influence, or were painted by European artists, in their subject matter and concept of 

landscape setting. The impression is gained that both the Court of Shah Abbas I and his 

attendant visitors travelled between the capitals of Qasvin and Isfahan. 

Chapter Four evaluates in more detail a group of buildings in Isfahan suggesting the 

unique qualities of the buildings under Shah Abbas 1. They were not built in a local 

style but one brought with him from Qasvin. The suburb of Julfa in Isfahan is examined 

for its infusion of other cultures and religions during the reign of Shah Abbas 1. Julfa 

became a centre of merchant life with significant increase in its architectural value over 

this period. Closer examination are provided for two houses from the suburb that still 

exist. Travellers descriptions are used to provide an understanding of the experience of 

these buildings in the seventeenth century and eighteenth century and in part explain 

some of the cross-cultural influences on life of that time. 

Chapter Five details the establishment and construction of palace buildings and gardens 

in the Caspian Sea area. The observations of European visitors and the report of the 

Safavid historian Monshi are used extensively, because there is insufficient detail and 

research on the Safavid buildings in this area, especially at Farahabad and Ashraf. The 

historiography in this chapter also indicates the beginning of Shah Abbas 1's building 

construction. The Jahan-nema, gardens and the garden pavilions at Farahabad and 

Ashraf palace are the main foci in this chapter. Of special interest is the population of 

Ashraf when Abbas I developed his building plans, and also the diversity of people 

brought by the Shah's order from different regions to the Caspian Sea area. 
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Chapter Six examines the significant role that water played in the Safavid buildings of 

the Caspian Sea area. The chapter examines reasons for the importance of the building 

constructions undertaken by the Safavid monarch Shah Abbas 1. 

Chapter Seven examines the constructions of Shah Abbas I including the causeway 

running from Kefar in the southwest comer of the Caspian Sea. This became an 

important component in the communications plan that he held for the country. As well 

as the civil construction of the road and buildings this chapter also focuses on the 

Safavid gardens. Ashraf s houses were frequently in the shade of trees. Safavid 

architecture all around Iran featured terraced streams with the murmuring sound of 

water. The chapter focuses also on the history of Safi Palace. It is a small building, 

intended for an observatory, and was built in conjunction with the Jahan-nema Palace at 

Farahttbttd. This chapter describes the Cheshmeh Emarat pavilion, with its technique of 

water circulation, and also the dining room of Divan-khane, where the court music band 

played during meals. It also discusses the location of the Abbasabad garden and the 

measurements, capacity and materials of its dam. Abbasabad was located on the slopes 

of the Alborz Mountains. History and description are provided of the ruined buildings 

and of the existing lake building, dam and towers. The chapter concludes with an 

explanation of the unique qualities of Inaterials and construction methods elnployed by 

the Safavid Shahs. It is the materials and their construction methods that unify the 

developments able to be seen during the reign of Shah Abbas 1. 

The conclusions drawn by this thesis are indebted to the chronicles and travel stories of 

the European travellers. No other source has provided the variety of descriptions and 

first hand experiences of the architecture of the Safavid period. 
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Chapter 1: The General Location of Buildings in Qazvin 

Introduction 

Chapter One details the history and location of buildings in the second Safavid capital, 

Qazvin. Today only two buildings of Shah Tahmasp I's palace remain, the Ali Qapu 

Gateway and the Chehel Sotun pavilion. The Ali Qapu Gateway stands on the old Sepah 

(Shohada) Street, and the Chehel Sotun Pavilion is located in the midst of a lush garden 

with a pool. This chapter describes how Shah Tahmasp I bought land in Qazvin for the 

construction of his palace buildings and gardens before his arrival. The chapter further 

describes the palace's historical seven-entrance doorway and the Seadatabad Garden. 

This chapter draws on the reports of European travellers such as Thomas Herbert and 

Pietro Della Valle about buildings and political issues in that era. It also discusses the 

changes and renovations of parts of the Ali Qapu Gateway building during the reign of 

Shah Abbas. There are indications that the Qazvin mosque was originally a Zoroastrian 

fire temple. These descriptions assist in understanding the chronology of the building 

campaigns conducted in Qazvin by the Shah. They include an account of polo matches 

in Seadatabad Square; receptions for ambassadors and trades people from different 

countries who visited Qazvin; as well as Shah Abbas providing a house for the Christian 

missions in Qazvin. There were also dramatic events narrated, with the death of Robert 

Sherley and the English Ambassador Sir Dodmore Cotton in Qazvin in 1628, when they 

returned from Shah Abbas 's Caspian Sea palace. These stories all help to locate and 

detennine the spatial and architectural characteristics of Qazvin. 

The Ali Qapu Gateway and Chehel Sotun Pavilion: Location and History 

The Ali Qapu Gateway and Chehel Sotun pavilion are located in the city of Qazvin, 

which is the capital of Qazvin province. 1 Qazvin is located 150 kilometres north-west of 

modem Tehran. During Shah Ismail I's reign, the Chalderan war began and after the 

death of Shah Ismail I (1524), his son Tahmasp became the Shah (king). Tahmasp 

decided to move his capital from Tabriz to Qazvin. The reasons for the move could be 

1 "In the year 245, in the reign of Muktadis-billa-Mousi, Nufa's son, who had shaken off the Yoak of that 
Pontiff, and usurp'd the Royal Authority in Persia, fInish, d the walls and FortifIcations, and gave the 
City, the name of Casbin, or Casvin [Qazvin], for the word is sometimes pronounced with a b, and 
sometimes with a v, from a word that signifIes punishment or pain, because he imprisoned in that Castle 
all his Grandees which he designed to punish. There is also another reason given for the Denomination, 
that is to say, because this City was once place of excitement. Tho Acemberg, an Armenian Author, is of 
a different opinion; for he believes that the City of Qazvin was so called by King Qazvin, after his own 
name". From "The travels of Sir John Chardin", pp. 381-382. 
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explained geographically, in that it is a strategically itnportant pathway for trade and 

also a long distance from the Ottoman border. As a result, Qazvin became the capital of 

Persia (Fig. 1). 

ARAL 
SEA · 

b z 

Meiv 

!@§J Land over 5,000 feet 
Q 300 Miles 

Q 590 Km 

Fig. 1. NIap 8. Safavid Persia. (After The Cambridge History ofIsla~ edited by Holt, p . 414) 

The arrangements for Qazvin to become the capital started in (951/1544). There is some 

evidence that the decision for the rnove was luade earlier and was strategically 

important to Shah Ismail 1. According to Olearius, "Schach Tamas [Shah Tabmasp] 

transfelT'd the Seat of the Empire from Tauris [Tabliz] to this City [Qazvin]. Some 

attlibute that translation to Schach Ismael [Shah Ismail], though the continual wars he 

was engag'd in, suffered him not to stay long in anyone place".2 After the death of 

Ismail in 1524, his son Tahmasp tnade the decision to move the capital. For the 

construction of his palace buildings, Talunasp bought lands in Qazvin. Those lands 

were called Zangi Abad or Barmakiabad. He bought them from Mirza Ashraf J ahan 

Hasani Qazvini Vazir. 3 Mirza Ashraf was one of the reputable inhabitants of Qazvin. 

Shah Tahmasp sununoned the best masters, architects, artists and building engineers 

and ordered them to build the govenlment cOluplexes including gardens, pavilions and 

2 Olearius, "The Voyages and Travells of the Ambassadors", p. 188 
3 Haji Agha Mohammadi, "Simaye Osta.ne Qazvill ", p. 80. 
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palaces in his new capital. With regard to the capital's move to Qazvin, this policy was 

referred to by Milton: 

As when the Tartar from his Russian foe, 
By Astracan, over the snowy plains 
Retires, or Bactrian Sophy, from the horns 
Of Turkish crescent, leaves all waste beyond 
The realm of Aladule, in his retreat 
To Tauris [Tabriz] or Casbeen [Qazvin].4 

During the reign of Shah Tahmasp, according to Eskandar Beg Monshi, "both civil and 

military arms of the administration flourished, and the affairs of the royal household 

were well ordered". 5 At the time of the transfer of the capital, Shah Tahmasp tried to 

bring all his architects to Qazvin. The Shah's architects were working on the tombs of 

Ardabil and Mash-had. His architects then mostly started working in the new capital, 

Qazvin. According to Sir John Chardin, "King Tahmas [Tahmasp], built this palace, at 

first a small thing, according to a draught given him by a Turkish architect". 6 Chardin 

was probably referring to an Azerbaijani architect. As it has been mentioned earlier, the 

first Safavid capital was Tabriz. As a result of that, probably some of the Qazvin's 

building's plan were drown by an Azari architect from Tabriz. 

Shah Tahrnasp's new palace in Qazvin had seven gates. The first of the seven gates was 

nan1ed Ali Qapu (Fig. 2). In front of that gateway was a large square named Maydan-e 

Asb (Horse Square), with the capacity for ten thousand jockeys. It was also a place for 

polo and equitation, and near it the Shah located the Jahan-nema (view of the world) 

Pavilion. The special govenm1ent street, Sepah (Shohada), had a garden that included a 

watercourse along its lateral axis. Sepah Street is one of the oldest streets in Qazvin 

(Fig. 3). In the south, near the forecourt of the Jame-e Atigh Mosque, there was a 

government arcade, and before that there was a gateway for security. The second 

entrance was in the south part of Seadatabad and the street west of the palace, which 

was called Babe Homayoun. The third entrance was near the Panjeh Ali Mosque, in the 

south-west. The fourth entrance was north-east of the palace, in the old Laleh-zar Street. 

4 Chardin, "Sir John Chardin ' s Travels in Persia", introduction. See also the footnote: ' Sopy' is the 
English corruption of Safavi, while Tauris and Casbeen are, of course, Tabriz and kazvil1 [QazvinJ. p. 
xvii . 
5 Monshi, "TAAS", vol. I, p. 204. 
6 Chard in, "The Travels of Sir John Chardin", p. 379. 
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Fig. 2. Qazvin, Ali Qapu Portal, view from Sepah Street. 

Fig. 3. Qazvin, Sepah Street, view from Ali Qapu Portal. 
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The fifth entrance was in the north of Seadatabad (near Soukhteh Chenar). The sixth 

entrance was connected to Baghcheh Khouram (Garden of Khoram). The seventh 

entrance was known as Ghare-cheh-daghian.7 

According to Olearius, "[Shah Tahmasp] built the noble palace which stands near 

Maidan, which hath belonging to it a fair Garden".8 The Safavid court and complexes 

were surrounded by luxuriant forest. Sepah (Army) Street was built by Shah Tahmasp 1. 

Sepah street was called Maydan Shah (Shah Square), and the name of this street 

resembles one of the Herat street names. During his period prince Shah Tahmasp had 

been a resident at Herat. 9 Thus, during the enthronement of Shah Tahmasp a new 

building program was begun. In Qazvin, gardens, a square, and a watercourse in the 

middle of the gardens were built. The accompanying growth of fruit trees, flowers, 

amaranthine purple, and jasmine was described by travellers such as Della Valle, 

Herbert and Chardin. The building pro gram there included various chambers, castles, 

porticos, lofty gateways, pools and great pavilions, all embellished with coloured tiles. 

This urban setting became famous, taking the name of Seadatabad. 

Members of the Safavid government also built a number of noble pavilions around 

those palaces to be near Shah Tahmasp, in the year (96211554) he arrived in Qazvin. 1O 

After the arrival of Tahmasp I in Qazvin, the gardens became part of the iconography of 

the Empire, with the monarch's public festivals held in the gardens, including festivities 

such as the princes' and Army Generals' wedding parties. 

According to Monshi, these festivities included the wedding of Esmail Mirza when he 

was recalled to court in 959/1551-52. From time to time Mirza had performed various 

commissions for the Shah. He had been appointed commander of Qezelbash army to 

Anatolia and had won a victory over Eskandar Pasha at Erzerum. As a result of that 

achievement he was rewarded by having his wedding held in the palace garden. It was 

in 1554-55 that Mirza married the daughter of shah Ne'matollah Yazdi and Kanes 

Begom, a sister of Shah Tahmasp. The occasion was said to be a splendid marriage 

7 Haji Agha Mohammadi, "Simaye Ostane Qazvin", pp. 82-83. 
8 Olearius, "The Voyages and Travells of the Ambassadors", p. 188. 
9 Dabirsiaghi, "Sire Tarikhiye Bnaye Shahre Qazvin", p. 459. See also "majaleh Khorasan pejoheshi" 
third years. The fIrst number, p.199. 
10 Haji Agha Mohammadi, "Simaye Ostan Qazvin ", p . 81. 
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feast, held in the Bag-e Delgosha [Delgosha garden] at Qazvin. The wedding party 

continued for several days and nights, and thus it seems that to Shah Tahmasp the 

wedding was important. Monshi described that even though it was a royal occasion, the 

Shah's indulgence toward his son was such that he allowed him to rise to his feet and 

dance. 

A second public festival recalled by Monshi was the New Year's feast in the fifth year 

of the reign of Shah Abbas I (1000/1591-92), held on Wednesday 25th of March. 

Festivities were held in the Bag-e Seadatabad [Seadatabad Garden] at Qazvin. A third 

festival reported occurred in the ninth year of the Abbas period, being held on New 

Year's Day, which was on Sunday, 10 Rajab 1003/21 March 1595. Shah Abbas gave a 

great banquet in the Chehel Sotun hall of the palace to celebrate the New Year festival. 

This was attended by the foreign rulers and the princes who were present at court. The 

foreign ambassadors, who had mostly brought gifts with them, were from Russia and 

other foreign parts. Monshi did not name the other foreign guests, but he recounted the 

names of the princes. On the celebration day the bazaars were decorated. In the 

Seadatabad Square there were polo matches and archery contests. 11 Probably Monshi 

was not a spectator at the festival, because his report is short. What Monshi has 

described clearly is the increasing opulence in the architectural spaces of the city. 

Festivals were extended over longer periods and choreographed over grater distances. 

He noted that for ten or twelve days there was a public holiday. As a result, he did not 

provide the accurate days of the celebration's public holidays. Monshi's recollection of 

a fourth festival, held in the tenth year of Shah Abbas I's rule, states that ambassadors 

came from all parts of the world to the court at Qazvin. 12 The Meydan-e Seadatabad 

[Seadatabad Square] was illuminated and the bazaars decorated in their honour, and for 

several days the ambassadors were guests at special banquets given in the Meydan. In 

the eleventh year of the reign of Shah Abbas, the Shah was in Qazvin and, as Monshi 

reported, it was on Friday, 2 Sa 'ban 1005/21 March 1597. In the New Year, the Shah 

gave audiences. The Nowruz celebration for the royal family and its guests was held 

mostly in the palace garden. The Shah held his customary New Year's audience in the 

11 Monshi, "TAAS", vol. II, pp. 214, 681. 
12 Monshi, "TAAS", vol. II, p. 705. 
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Chehel Sotun hall of the royal palace. Then, his holiday over, he turned his attention 

once more to urgent affairs of state. 13 

A part of the palace complex that is consistently mentioned is the Chehel Sotun. The 

reason for the celebrations of 1005/1597 in the Chehel Sotun is that princes from 

different parts of the country usually attended the palace in which the Shah was 

celebrating the New Year. Foreign ambassadors were received by the Shah, and offered 

their felicitations on the occasion of the New Year. The birth of the Shah's son, Sultan 

Mohammad Mirza, occurred in the same year, and young and old made the prince's 

birth an occasion for further merrymaking. During that year, Shah Abbas held several 

notable public entertainments. Every day the Shah played polo in the Meydan-e 

Seadatabad and took part in archery contests. Polo and public festivities in the palace 

area in Qazvin after 955/1548, when Shah Tabmasp I settled the court, had also been 

regular events for the royal personages and the pUblic. Shah Safi also celebrated the 

New Year Nowruz at Qazvin palace in 1043/1633.14 The royal palace gateway, Ali 

Qapu, and Chehel Sutun pavilion are located in the centre of Qazvin city (Figs 4 -5). 

Figs. 4-5. Qazvin. Locations of Ali Qapu Gateway and Chehel Sotun Pavilion 

Chehel Sotun is located in the middle of a spacious garden (Fig. 6). Writing about his 

visit to Qazvin, Jean Chardin noted, "The Gardens belonging to the Palace are very 

beautiful, kept in good order, and planted checquer-wise".15 The Safavid pavilion stands 

13 Monshi, "TAAS", vol. II, p. 711 
14 In the spring of the same year, Soltan Soundok, governor of Bahrin, who was under command of Imam 
Qoli Khan in Pars, brought a sword as a gift to Shah Safi at Qazvin. On that sword was engraved the 
name of Amir Timour Gorkani. See Golriz, "Minodar", pp. 646-647. 
15 Chardin, "The Travels of Sir John Chardin", p. 379 
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amid gardens in the central maydan (square) of the old city, in which the Qazvin 

museum is now installed. 

Fig. 6. Qazvin. Re-creation of the royal quarters during the Safavid period. (After Khansari, 
Moghtader and Yavari "The Persian Garden Echoes of Paradise", p. 74). 

A- Maydan-e Ash (Horse parade Square) or Maydan-e Shah (King Square) 
B- Ali Qapu gate 
C. Chehel Sotun Palace. 

The palace precinct is located in what must have been the centre of the later Safavid 

city. The bazaar, the Friday mosque, and the pre-Safavid city lie to the west and south 

of it, which suggests that the site was originally near the northern perimeter of the city. 
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In Iran before the 11 thl17th century, citadels and princely residences were generally 

located adjacent to city walls. As Qazvin expanded toward the north, the palace precinct 

was eventually engulfed by the city proper. 16 

By the end of the Safavid era, according to substantial reconstruction from the Qazvin 

city map, it seems that the gardens and palace were large and were located in the heart 

of the city (Figs 7-8). Those buildings were mostly destroyed by earthquakes in more 

recent centuries. The royal condominium included twenty-three gardens, fourteen 

pavilions, private gardens, eight gardens and palaces of the government and a hotel with 

two-hundred and fifty rooms which used gold and silver dishes. 17 

Don Garcia de Silva y Figueroa, Ambassador of the Spanish King Felipe [Phillip] III, 

was in Abbas I's court in Isfahan. During that time he visited Qazvin and described it: 

"Qazvin is the same as Isfahan. As populous, and is as large or a little less than 

Isfahan".18 Thomas Herbert, about a decade after Figueroa, and also during the reign of 

Shah Abbas I, in the year 1628, arrived in Qazvin and described it. (Qazvin is circled 

with a wall, but of little force against an adversary the compass is about seven miles 

families are towards twenty thousand and the people not fewer than two hundred 

thousand that live there). He also described the sickness and later deaths of Sir Dodmore 

Cotton, the English Ambassador and of Sir Robert Sherley in Qazvin. 19 Herbert wrote, 

"that religious gentleman, Sir Dodmore Cotton, our Ambassador, to an immortal home 

the 23rd of July (eleven days after Sir Robert Sherley's death) he bade this world adieu 

. .. Sir Dodmore Cotton was "[buried in] the Armenian graves [of Qazvin] ... their 

priests and people very civilly assisted the ceremony"?O It is therefore likely that there 

was a quorum of Christians living in Qazvin and that they had houses and buildings for 

16 Encyclopaedia Iranica, p. 116. 
17 Haji Agha Mohammadi, "Simaye Ostane Qazvin ", p. 81. 
18 Cashin es de la mesma poblacion y grandeza 6 poco menos que Spahan. Figueroa, "Comentarios", 
vol. 1 , p.152 
19 It was during Abbas I's period when the Sherley brothers arrived in Persia. Anthony Sherley was sent 
by Abbas I to a number of European countries. Shah Abbas tried to interest the other European powers in 
his silk trade. Therefore it could be said that the Sherley brothers' travel to the European courts was a part 
of Abbas I's political and economical plan. Sir Robert Sherley's wife Teresa was a Persian Christian. 
20 "Ambassador horse (which was led before) had a velvet saddle and cloth upon his back; his coffin was 
covered with a crimson satin quilt (black they account not of) lined with purple taffeta; upon his coffin 
were laid his Bible ... Doctor Goch, his lordship's chaplain, buried him ... For though the Pot-shaw 
[King] seemed to commiserate us as persons left desolate in a strange country (as an assurance of his 
respect having sent each of us two vests of cloth of gold), yet were we convinced that he may well call 
himself a miserable man whose welfare depends upon the smiles of Persia." Herbert, "Travels in Persia", 
pp.208-209. 

15 



o soo 

J I 
--JL_--l 
--7 .... :: I-

I : •.. • : PA LA C E 

BA7AR 

DJONf H 

-0-- IlL) 
CARAVANI1RA/ 

1000t1 
500 1000M 

Palace 

Haydariyeh 
School 

o 

Fig. 7. Sketch plan of Qazvin in the Safavid period. (After E. Esraqi, figure 9, Iranica, p. 116). 
This is a reprint and words are translated in to English. 

Fig. 8. The city of Qazvin, in the Safavid period, (after Dabirsiaghi"Sir- e tarikhi-ye bana-ye 
shahr-e Qazvin v benaha-ye an", p. 700). The Persian words on the map are translated in to 

English. 

16 



worship. Herbert did not indicate Sherley's burial place. The Iranian scholar VaIjavand 

noted that Sherley was buried in front of his house.21 

A letter that Father Dimas wrote from Isfahan in 15.12.1628, indicated that on the 23 

June 1628, a Christian group of Carmelites reported, "Father Gabriel of Paris and Juste 

of Beauvais ... arriving in 25 days. They went to Qazwin [Qazvin] . .. The Capuchin 

Fathers ... were well received by the king and he has given them houses both here and 

in Baghdad".22 This supports the idea of there being diplomatic relations between the 

Christian world and the Safavids, which started warmly during Shah Abbas I period, 

especially with the Pope and Spain. Probably the Carmelites arrived in Qazvin after 

Cotton and Sherley's death, because when the English missions arrived in Qazvin, 

Herbert noted, "we met Potshaw [King] again, who got into Qazvin two days before 

US".23 The house which Shah Abbas had given to the Christian missions in Qazvin was 

probably the same house in which Sherley and Cotton died, and it was later used as a 

church.24 That house could be used for European guests who travelled occasionally 

from Isfahan to Qazvin. Probably out of his respect for the English Ambassador, Shah 

Abbas had given that house for use for Christian worship or as a church. This could 

have happened as soon as Herbert and the English missions left Qazvin, or soon 

afterwards. However, Sherley lived in Persia and served Abbas's army and court long 

before Cotton's visit, and thus Sherley's burial place was on his own property. 

Apart from housing, the number and significance of its mosques defined Qazvin. The 

availability of water was an important factor in establishing growth. Herbert travelled to 

Persia in 1628 long after the transformation of the capital from Qazvin to Isfahan. His 

description provides some architectural evidence. He states, "Near the palace-gate is a 

great tank, or magazine of water, made at the common charge, and almost finished at 

our being here ... the hummums, or sweating-places, are many, and resplendent in the 

azure pargeting and tiling".25 Geographically Qazvin is not far from the Caspian Sea 

21 Varjavand, "Simaye Tarikh va Farhange Qazvin", p. 222. Herbert also noted, "Lady Sherley [Teresia] 
died at Rome in 1668". See Herbert, "Travel in Persia" notes, p. 324. 
22 "A Chronicle of the Carmelites in Persia", vol. I, p. 283. 
23 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", p. 203. 
24 Dodmore Cotton came of an old Cambridge family and was the third son of Robert Cotton and 
Elizabeth, daughter and heiress of John Dormer, Dadmer, or Dodmore (Visitation of Cambridge, 1575 
and 1619, p. 22): "that he matriculated at Cambridge ... ". See introduction of Herbert, "Travels in Persia", 
~. xix. 

5 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", pp. 202, 209. 
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and was a stopping-place between Isfahan and the Caspian Sea for caravans. The 

existence of these deep pools and baths suggests that Qazvin's building construction 

continued even after the displacement of the capital to Isfahan in 1597. Even though 

there had been significant water supplies Herbert had spoken of vulgar buildings used to 

house the city's inhabitants. He described Qazvin's gardens as many and large, but he 

noted, that they could not be compared with those in Isfahan and Shiraz. Herbert also 

mentioned that there had been a reduction in the number of mosques since John of 

Persia (600) and that their detailing was poor. About the design and architectural quality 

of those mosques he wrote, "nor those so fastidious in pyramidal aspirings, nor curious 

in architecture, nor inside glory, as in many lesser towns".26 This suggests that the town 

was by then in a poor state. The number of the mosques could be a result of the 

differences and discrepancies among the reports.27 In Islamic Shari-a [Law], a mosque 

generally must be built every three kilometres to bring large groups of Muslims 

together. The reason for the very short distance between the Shah and Shaikh Lutfula 

mosques in Naqsh-e Jahan of Isfahan is that the Shaikh Lutfula mosque was private, 

probably for the use of the king and moqarabes, not for the pUblic. As a result, this 

mosque was built without minarets and open space. Probably John of Persia's 

calculation which Herbert mentioned related to the shrines, mosques and mausoleum of 

the region, not just the mosques of Qazvin city. Even two-thirds of that number, as 

Herbert believed, would be inordinate. If so, one of the reasons was the number of the 

Sufis' Qezelbashs in Qazvin, which in turn was probably one of the reasons for Shah 

Abbas's eventual decision to move his capital to Isfahan. 

Chehel Sotun, which was formerly named the Orshi-Khane pavilion, was originally a 

part of the early Safavid palace complex of Qazvin. Neither Herbert nor Della Valle nor 

other Persian or European travellers mentioned the name of Shah Tahmasp' s pavilion. 

However, it is provided in Abdi Beg's poems in 976/1568. He called it Orshi khane, 

and later, Qazvin's residents called it Chehel Sotun. As to the meaning of Chehel Sotun 

and the location of the pavilion, in Encyclopaedia Iranica, it is written that the forty 

columns (Chehel sotun) refer to a popular designation that has no meaning in reference 

to the building' The only other surviving part of the palace complex is the freestanding 

26 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", p. 203. 
27 The French traveller Chardin during his visit in the year 1674 noted that there were few mosques at 
Qazvin. The royal mosque called Shah Mosque was almost all built at the expenses of Tahmasp, and in 
his lifetime. See "The Travels of Sir John Chard in" , p. 379. 
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portal structure, which is called Ali Qapu. According to Iranica, "Ali Qapu, ... owing to 

its function as police headquarters for Qazvin, has never been properly photographed or 

studied". 28 Iranica's intimation probably refers to the past. In the present day, the Ali 

Qapu Gateway, as a historical monument, does not owe its status to any function as 

police headquarters. On Tuesday 31 of Tirl August, 1382/2003, it was incorporated into 

the Cultural Heritage Organisation of Qazvin.29 (Figs. 9-10). From the epigraph on the 

fa9ade, it seems that Shah Abbas I changed and renovated some part of the Ali Qapu 

portal and its original style. The epigraph is in the Solse Joli style, which is by the 

Safavid artist Ali Reza Abbasi (Fig. 42). Inside the enclosure there is a pond surrounded 

by trees. It is not known when the pond was built. Taking into account the water 

circulation and the many different ponds in the palace area in the Safavid period, which 

were noted in the Abdi Beg poems, this pond was probably built on the site of the 

Safavid ruined pond in the Qajarid period.3o There is also a building facing the portal. 

This building was built during the Qajarid period and remains today. The pond is 

located between the Qajarid building and portal in the middle of the compound garden. 

Probably the pond and building were built in place of the ruined Safavid one (Fig. 11). 

It is likely that the Ali Qapu portal was built between 996/1587-1 005/1596, and the last 

renovation was in 131511 897.31 In the style and development of Persian palace 

architecture, the Orshi-Khane pavilion foreshadows the fully developed style of the 

Safavid pavilion.32 There were unquestionably a large number of buildings such as 

offices, hotels, seraglios and chambers and royal pavilions in the Seadatabad garden 

which had seven gateways that were joined to each other, but in the present day nothing 

remains of any of those buildings, except for the Ali Qapu Gateway and the Chehel 

Sotun pavilion, which formed part of the Tahmasp I palace complex. In the reign of 

Shah Tahmasp Chehel Sotun was certainly more brilliant and splendid than it appears 

today. To the north of Chehel Sotun, Sabzeh Maydan (Green Square) as the garden was 

called, formed the northernmost part of the Seadatabad of Zangiabad (Mobarakabad) . 

Sabzeh Maydan was separated from the Seadatabad Garden. During the Qajarid 

28 Encyclopaedia Iranica, p. 116. 
29 Dabirsiaghi, "Sardare Ali Qapu-ye Qazvin Aeineye ebrat", p. 1. Autumn (1382/2003). 
30 See Appendix III, Abdi Beg Shirazi poems. 
31 Golriz, "Minodar", p. 643. 
32 The palace and gardens of Chehel Sotun, before 1300/1882 known as Emarat Koulah Frangi Shah 
Tahmasp (Edifice of Shah Tahmasp) has a wide garden. The location of Seadatabad Garden 
imponderable, but from the name of Maydan Seadat (Maydan Malfroush-ha) and saraye Seadat (saraye 
Saaed oul Saltaneh or Saaediyeh) we can estimate that palace were in those lands. 
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Fig. 9. Qazvin, Ali Qapu portal, view from courtyard 

Fig. 10. Qazvin, Ali Qapu portal building, view from the northeast 
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Fig. 11. Qazvin. The pond in the Ali Qapu gateway courtyard. 

Dynasty, it was an empty area which had a door to the gate, near to the Payghambrieh 

Street, and a door in the north-east near the entrance of Ferdousi Street or old Kocheh 

Bagh. The north-east door was built in the prosperous age of the Seadatabad Garden 

during the period of Shah Safi in 1043/1633. He called it Oqri Qapu, which means 

auspicious door.33 It seems that after the time of Shah Tahmasp Qazvin was also 

important to the Safavid monarchs, but undoubtedly the main structure of the Safavid 

Qazvin palace was indebted to Shah Tahmasp I. With regard to the khoulasat al-

tvaridkh of Qazi Ahmad Qoumi, Varjavand noted, "In the 36 years of the Shah 

Tahmasp I reign (966/1558), Qoumi composed verses of poems for Shah Tahmasp. 

With fortunate palace and reception hall, the Shah did not leave the town. Nice and 

lively weather/ Fortunate residence and auspicious place/ Trees grow as graven image 

During the reIgn of Shah Abbas I, when the capital was in Isfahan, the Spanish 

Ambassador, Don Garcia Figueroa, travelled to Qazvin. The Shah was visiting his army 

33 Dabirsiaghi, "Sire Tarikhiye Bnaye Shahre Qazvin va bnahaye An". p. 470. 
34 Varjavand, "Simaye Tarikh va Farhange Qazvin". p. 37 (translation from Persian to English is by the 
author of this thesis). 
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ca:mp at Sultanieh, and after that his intention was to go to Qazvin. The Spanish ambassador 

was lodged in the largest house in the town. According to the Carmelites, 

"At eight in the morning the mihmandar [host] came from the Shah to say that the 
latter was awaiting him, and so he went to the palace with all his servants in their rich 
liveries, he himself being richly clothed ... entered by a gilded gate ... into a large 
garden ... having followed up an alley on one side for some forty paces, saw fifty 
paces away from him and issuing from a fine arbour .. . on the one side and the other 
'an avenue of white poplars and plane-trees, water flowing on either hand".35 

Probably at the time of the Ambassador's visit the Carmelites' reporter, was with the 

Ambassador or was invited by him. The Carmelites' reports are an important source of 

information about the Qazvin gardens and the palace complex. Olearius, during his visit to 

Qazvin in the Shah Safi I period, also noted, 

"There was another Garden opposite to this Palace, which was above half a league in 
compass and had several little structures within it ... this was one of the most pleasant 
Garden that I ever saw ... but also by reason of the fair walks of Cypress, and the trees 
called Tzinnar [Chenar or plane tree] which gave us a very pleasant prospect".36 

It seems that after Tahmasp the Qazvin palace, even eight years after the death of Abbas I, 

was in good shape and condition, because Olearius was not only pleased with the garden, but 

he also described a number of all sorts of trees, such as apples, pears, peaches, apricots, 

pomegranates, almonds and other fruit-trees. From the Carmelites' reports, the poetic 

descriptions of Abdi Beg, Qazi Ahmad Qomi and the romantic descriptions of Olearius, it 

seen1S that the Qazvin palace, with its water circulation, flowering gardens and trees and fruits 

was important to Shah Tahruasp I. It is likely that the Shah was occupied for a considerable 

time with the design and distinct image for his palace. Dabirsiaghi, quoting from 

Zobdetotvarikh by Mohammad Hasan Mostoufi Qazvini, noted, "remains and sign of his 

eminence [Shah Tahmasp] are the Dulat-khane [audience chamber], Seadat Garden and four 

Bazaars in Qazvin".37 Dabirsiaghi also quoted from Khoulde Barin by Mohammad Yousouf 

Esfahani, stating, "Dulat-khane mobarake [auspicious audience chan1ber], and several baths 

are remaining of his eminent architect".38 According to Monshi, "the constnlction of th~ 

palace buildings at Qazvin, together with the whole complex known as Sa 'adatabad 

35 "A Chronicle of the Carmelites in Persia", vol. I, p. 238. 
36 Olearius, "The Voyages and Travells of the Ambassadors", p. 188. 
37 Dabirsiaghi, "Sire Tarikhiye Bnaye Shahre Qazvin va bnahaye An", p. 180. 
38 See Dabirsiaghi, "Sire Tarikh iye Bnaye Shahre Qazvin va bnahaye An", pp. 179-180. 22 



Garden, comprising numerous bathhouses, four markets, and the Eram Gardens; and 

mosque in the Sahebabad district of Tabriz ".39 

Monshi's report on Qazvin also indicated some of the buildings that were constructed 

during the Shah Abbas I period. He wrote, "At Qazvin, the capital, the royal palace, and 

the two-storied private apartments, decorated with gold, known as the New Building ... 

the splendid caravanserai and the Jahan-noma buildings situated both east and west of 

the Sa 'tidal Square".40 The Maydan Shah or Shah Square, which at the present time is 

called Sepah Street, roughly has its width from Sadal Ghafeleh Bashi Alley to 

Emamzadeh Ismail Alley. Its length continued to Tehran Street. Chardin noted, "The 

fairest places that is to be seen in this city is the hippo-drome, which they call Maydan-

sha [Shah Square], or the Royal Piazza, 700 paces in length, and 250 in breadth, and 

made after the model of Ispahan [Isfahan]".41 Actually Chardin was mistaken about the 

similarity of the model of the Maydan Shah (the Shah Square) in Qazvin and the 

Maydan Naqsh Jahan of Isfahan, because the Maydan in Isfahan were reconstructed 

after the Qazvin Maydan . Probably his mistake is unintentional. According to Della 

Valle, referring to the Maydan [Square]: "its length is also considerable and about three 

times its width, and this is necessary for game of pall-mall on horseback, for which the 

posts are set up, two at the top and two to match at the end".42 The Maydan Shah was 

probably spacious. Herbert also wrote, "The Maydan is uniform and beautiful".43 

Neither Herbert, Della Valle nor Figueroa mentioned the model or any similarity of the 

Maydan Shah in Qazvin and the Maydan Naqsh Jahan in Isfahan. In the present day, 

this square no longer exists. Sepah Street has remained, but it is now in modem 

condition, suitable for cars, not horses. The major parts of Qazvin's Safavid palaces, 

which were noted by the European travellers mentioned here, are no longer existence. 

Qazvin city contains many old buildings from the Timurid, Seljuk, Safavid and Qajarid 

periods. There are many buildings around Qazvin and in other cities of Iran which could 

be tentatively identified as Qajarid buildings, but they are mostly Safavid. Most of the 

39 Monshi, (TAAS) , vol. I, p. 205. 
40 See also Monshi, (TAAS), vol. I, p. 536. 
41 Chardin, "The Travels of Sir John Chardin", p. 378. Also see Goulriz. "Minoudar", p. 645, and see 
Stephen P. Blake, "Shah Abbas and the transfer of the Safavid Capital from Qazvin to Isfahan" (Islamic 
History and Civilization Studies and Texts. Ed Kadi and Wielandt), vol. 46, p. 159. 
42 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", p. 173. 
43 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", p. 202. 
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buildings that were renovated during the Qajar Dynasty were given Qajarid building 

nomenclature. Chehel Sotun's former name Orshi Khane is an example. Orshi Khane 

took the name Chehel Sotun during the Qaj arid period. In the present day, the only 

surviving Safavid domestic buildings in Qazvin are the Chehel Sotun pavilion and the 

palace portal, Ali Qapu. Other buildings which have remained up to the present time 

include the Caravanserai of Mohammad Abad (Fig. 12). 

Fig. 12. Mahmmad Abad Caravansari . (Cultural Heritage Organisation of Qazvin, photo by Hossein 

Rahmani.) 

The Emamzadeh Housain, which was renovated during Qajarid's reign, is frequently 

under renovation because it has been a sacred building from the Safavid era to the 

present time (Figs 13 -14). There are also some other sacred buildings that were 

renovated or had a part added before and after the Safavid era, and still remain. It is 

known that after the Arab invasion and Islamic dominance in Persia around fifteen 

centuries ago, it was common practice to build mosques on many of the Zoroastrian 

Temples. In the beginning of Islam in Persia, the national religion was Sunni Muslim. 

As a result of that, Qazvin, before Safavid, was an important and historical city in 

Persia. The Safavid palace of Qazvin is not far from Hayderiyeh. The Haydariyeh 

Mosque, located in the Panbehriseh suburb and gozar-e blaghi of Qazvin, is one of the 

Sasanid fire-temples which after the establishment of Islam were converted to mosques. 
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Fig. 13. Qazvin, Emarnzadeh Hossein dome. (C.H.O. Q. Photo by A. Annand) 

Fig. 14. Qazvin, Emarnzadeh Hossein entrance. (C.H.O. Q. Photo by J. Nasiri) 
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After conversion of this fire-temple to a mosque, the its name was changed to As-hab-e 

Abou Hanifeh (Fig. 15).44 

Fig. 15. Qazvin. Haydariyeh Mosque in the Panbehriseh subub (after Dabirsiaghi, 
"Sir-e tarikhi-ye banay-e shahr-e Qazvin v benahay-e an",p.783.) 

From the old and new maps of the Qazvin city, the locations of the Horse Square, 

Gardens, Ali Qapu portal and Chehel Sotun pavilion can be identified. Historically, 

Qazvin owes its fame to the fact that it was Tahmasp I's preferred capital, and to the 

construction of its gardens and buildings (Figs. 16-17). 

44 Haji Agh Mohammadi. "Simaye Ostane Qazvin", p .46. 
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Fig.!7. Situation of the old Safavid city, shown in the modem map of Qazvin. l-Chehel Sotun 
Pavilion.2- Ali Qapu Gateway.3 Haidariyeh Mosque. 4-Emarnzadeh Housain. 
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Chapter 2. Qazvin: Description of the Buildings 

Introduction 

Chapter Two focuses on two buildings completed by Shah Tahmasp I (1524-1576), the 

Ali Qapu Gateway and the Chehel Sotun. The chapter documents their aesthetics and 

the possible sources for these as well as unique aspects of their structure and motif 

decorations. As well, the chapter attempts to show how the architectural developments 

reflect external social influences and their late use in the reign of Shah Abbas 1. 

The long period of Shah Tahmasp' s rule and his consistent approach to aesthetics 

enabled the Shah to build many buildings, such as palaces, pavilions, houses and 

gardens in Qazvin and throughout Persia. He established patronages and focused on 

palaces and gardens and also bazaars, mosques and streets, but he paid special attention 

to public health as well. He was also interested in miniature painting and marquetry. 

During his reign, marquetry was promoted. The northern marquetry door of the 

Emamzadeh Housain building, three metres high and two metres and ten centimetres 

wide, was made during his reign. (At the time of its construction the door cost eighteen 

thousand toman). 1 

Shah Tahmasp built vanous baths In Qazvin. He concenled himself with the 

construction and style of decoration. Shah Tahmasp was a great patron of the arts, 

especially the art of miniature painting. Indeed, the Shah was himself something of a 

painter. There were a number artists around him, but in that latter part of his life he 

became extremely pious. As a result of that, and also because he was parsimonious, he 

dismissed a number of the painters and artists from his entourage, but that dismissal 

accidentally had an interesting side-effect. The Mughal Emperor Homayun was a 

refugee at Tahmasp's court. The most striking decoration in the Isfahn's Cheh Sotun 

hall, with scenes of court ceremonial, shows Shah Tahmasp (1524-76) receiving 

Homayun. On his return to India Homayun was able to take two of the finest 

miniaturists with him, who were then instrumental in creating the great Mughal school 

of painting in India.2 

1 See Dabirsiaghi, "Sir-e Tarikhi-ye Bnay-e Shahr-e Qazvin va Benaha-ye An", p. 431. 
2 See Hutt and Harrow, "Islamic Architecture, Iran 2", p .17. 
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2.1. Description of the Ali Qapu Gateway in Qazvin 

The Safavid architecture of Qazvin owes its glory perhaps to Tahmasp. "Shah 

Tahmasp's parsimony apparently extended to architecture, and his buildings seem to 

have been of inferior quality since almost nothing now remains". 3 The gardens and 

water circulation in the palace area, which were described by a poet, seem to reflect the 

Shah's preferences in architecture, especially the internal painting of buildings such as 

Chehel Sotun, and his palace in general. At the time, however, they must have looked 

impressive, since not only did I-Iomayun take painters with him back to India; he also 

returned with sufficient ideas concerning architecture and garden design to influence the 

entire subsequent architectural development in India. 

Qazvin was surrounded with a wall long before the Safavid era. Indeed, the wall was 

probably built during Sasanid period. From among Tahmasp's buildings in Qazvin, only 

a few remain today. The only remaining portal of the palace is the Ali Qapu gateway, 

which has strong column supports and holds the aiwan of the left and the right side in 

the front of the portal (Fig. 18). It is no doubt an interesting question as to why the 

Chehel Sotun and the Ali Qapu gateway have remained standing until the present day, 

whereas the other buildings were ruined. It seems that probably these buildings that 

have survived are stronger in construction. Recent archaeological bOling inside the Ali 

Qapu gateway shows that in an accessible part of the building the foundation was built 

on a consolidated clay bed with red bricks 25 x 25 x 5 in size and slaked lime. The 

foundation of the building is around three metres, and half of it is dug into the earth 

(Fig. 19). This feature of the foundation may have aided the building's long life. The 

main problem that demolished the Safavid palaces at Qazvin was an earthquake. 

One of the most important Maydan of Qazvin was Maydan Asb (Horse Square), which 

was in front of the Ali Qapu Gateway. It seems that the square was in the centre of 

Qazvin city, and royal festivities took place in the gardens and the square. The Safavid 

poet Abdi Beg Shirazi described the gardens, square and the city view. With the Safavid 

king he looked across the entire gardens and buildings of Qazvin from the roof of the 

3 Ibid 
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Ali Qapu Gateway.4 It is likely that Ali Qapu, with its twelve-metre altitude, was the 

highest place from which to view the whole city. Abdi Beg's poems broadly described 

the Qazvin buildings and Safavid events. In one of his poems, he wrote, "great god! 

what a night was the last night".5 Abdi Beg indicated a pleasurable night, during which 

he had the chance to be at aiwan Dulat-khane in J afarabad when the navab kamiab 

(Shah Tahmasp) was there. Another subject that he described was the Jahan-nema 

(view of the world) palace. He described gardens, palaces and also pavilions of the 

Shah's intimates. One of the houses which he described was the Shervani's house, 

which was in the palace area.6 In the present time the Safavid houses and the Jahan-

nema pavilion of Qazvin no longer remain. 

The decline of Qasvin's architecture occurred in the years after the capital moved to 

Isfahan. At this time Shah Abbas I still paid visits to Qazvin, and during those visits he 

always walked from the Ali Qapu Gateway to see the people and talk with them in the 

street in front of the palace. Shah Abbas's wedding party was held in the Meydan-e Asb 

[Horse Square] at Qazvin and according to Monshi, "The theologians and jurists 

arranged a magnificent wedding feast in the Bag-e Seadatabad [Garden of SeadatabadJ 

and the Meydan-e Asb. The wedding party went on for three days and nights, and the 

highest and lowest in the land joined in the festivities" .7 

However, it was evident that by 1 0 June 1618 when Della Valle arrived at the city of 

Qazvin that the city had become degraded as an important urban capital and in a letter to 

his friend in Italy he described Qazvin after the capital had moved to Isfahan. He 

recounted, 

"I went to set up my pavilion, until something better was found, outside the city, 
near a stream of pure, running water ... Qazvin is a large city, royal capital of a 
great part of Media, and it was once the seat of the Persian Empire, before King 

4 See Dabirsiaghi, "Sardar-e Ali Qapu-ye Qazvin Aeeineyeh Ebrat" p. 3. Also see Abdi Beg, "Masnavi 
doha al-azhar", pp. 114-115. 
5 [Te-a-lal-la che shab boud in shab-e dosh]. tYJ'::' ~ 0.l\ '::'Yo ~ ~ .J!\ .)w See Dabirsiaghi, "Sir-e 
Tarikhi-ye Bnay-e Shahr-e Qazvin va Benahay-e An", p. 124. 
6 See Appendix for translation of Abdi Beg's poems. 
7 About this time, Shah Abbas contracted two marriages: the fIrst, with the daughter of Sultan Mostara 
Mirza [The fifth son of Shah Tahmasp; he lost his life in the general masscare of Safavid princes 
perpetrated by Shah Isma'il II], who had been brought up by her grandmother; and the second, with the 
daughter of Sultan Hoseyn Mirza b. Bahram Mirza who was the widow of Hamza Mirza. See Monshi, 
"TAAS", vol. II, p. 549. 

32 



Abbas came to hate it. I do not know why; but some say because according to 
the astrologers he has to die here or encounter the danger of some betrayal here 
... [Qazvin] did not come up to my expectations (unlike Isfahan which more 
than did so) and finally seems to me to deserve the little affection shown it by 
King Abbas, a judicious prince ... Bazaar was badly built and ugly ... Yet 
crammed with all sorts of property, as much for food and clothing as for trade .. . 
what has also pleased me in Qazvin is the great Maidan, or the main square .. . 
only two things have pleased me here. One, the King's door, namely the door of 
the royal palace, which is on a decent, uneven little piazza ... beyond the 
entrance there is a large, beautiful courtyard ... in [plane trees'] shade people 
wait comfortably in the open air of a morning, paying court and waiting to greet 
the king as he comes forth". 8 

Della V aIle's supposition that Shah Abbas was not happy to be in Qazvin is believed to 

have been politically motivated and was related to the conflict between the Qezelbashs. 

Before and after the transfer of the capital, Qazvin's bazaar was situated at the junction 

of the business route between Persians and neighbouring countries, especially Russia. 

The Shah's concerns probably related to the construction of the bazaar building. It 

seems that Della Valle's descriptions about Qazvin have come from hearsay, especially 

in relation to the bazaar. But he described Qazvin probably as it was in that period of 

time. Herbert also visited Qazvin in 1628 and as he described it, "Qazvin is circled with 

a wall, but of little force against an adversary; the compass is about seven miles: 

families are towards twenty thousand; and the people not fewer than two hundred 

thousand that live there. The bazaars are large and pleasant, but inferior to some about 

here".9 Herbert and Della V aIle both described the Maydan and Ali Qapu gateway as 

good in design. Probably after the transfer of the capital to Isfahan wealthy people 

moved to the new capital and Qazvin's urbanisation and building promotion became 

unstable. Chardin described Qazvin in 1674 as, 

"A great city seated in a delightful plain . . . in fonner times it was surrounded 
with walls, of which the ruins are still to be seen . .. it is 6 miles in 
circumference, containing twelve thousand houses, and a hundred thousand 
inhabitants; among which there are forty families of Christians, and a hunder'd 
of Jews . .. one of the fairest places that is to be seen in this city is the 
Hippodrome, which they call Maydan Shah, or the Royal Piazza". 10 

8 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", p. 173. 
9 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", p. 202. 
10 Chardin, "The travels of Sir John Chardin", p. 378. 

33 



Long after Chardin's visit "an earthquake destroyed almost the whole of Qazvin at the 

beginning of the nineteenth century".11 From the descriptions of Della Valle, Herbert 

and Chardin, it seems that Shah Tahmasp's large palace at Qazvin, with its mosaic 

faience revetments - doubtless of high quality - must have been handsome, but 

"unfortunately it was completely ruined in an earthquake, being constructed of unfired 

brick". 12 There are several buildings standing in Qazvin that were built during the 

Timurid and Seljuk eras. Those buildings, throughout their long history, have 

experienced many powerful earthquakes and still remain. An addition to the Ali Qapu 

building after its construction was renovated later during the Abbas I period. Thus it is 

unknown if this suffered damage. The bricks, tiles, and also the size of the arched 

vaulted porch, and the design of the Ali Qapu gateway are similar to those found in a 

Safavid school porch in Shiraz (Figs 20-21), suggesting that the repairs are of an early 

design type. The brick and tile work of Safavid buildings is consistent throughout the 

country. The arch and porch brickwork used in the design of Ali Qapu, which faced 

Sepah Street in Qazvin, was probably built or added to during Abbas I's reign, when his 

capital was in Isfahan. It is noted that the Shiraz Khan School,13 built by Alaverdi Khan 

and his son Imam Quli Khan was completed in 1615. A few years after the death of 

Abbas I, Tavernier, during his first visit to Shiraz's in Shah Safi 1's period, described 

the college that Iman-Kouli-Kan [Imam Qoli Khan] had built. 14 

The most important issue of Tahmasp's long and uneventful reign (1524-76) and also 

his contribution is seen above all in the exquisite masterpieces of the decorative arts 

rather than ar.chitecture, but his concern for quality and consistency is in evidence. He 

brought all his qualified architects to Qazvin. Not only architects, but also calligraphers 

and poets fared well at Tahmasp's court. Monshi, quoted by Canby, stated, "the number 

of poets who flourished at the time, either at court or in the provinces, was legion. Early 

in his reign, Shah Tahmasp gave special consideration to the class of poets".15 The 

11 Hutt and Harrow, "Islamic Architecture, Iran 2", p. 17. 
12 Pope, "Persian Architecture", p. 82. 
13 Khan School of Shiraz is in Zand Street. In the identification of the buildings as heritage monuments by 
the Cultural Heritage Organisation of Iran it was registered as a Safavid building, which was completed in 
1615. Mola Sadra, the Iranian physician of Shiraz, was a teacher at this school. For more information, see 
Hamid Reza Bahmani and Gholamhousain Raoufi, "Madreseh Khan Shiraz", Ali Taghi Behrouzi, 
"Bnaha-ye tarikhi v Asar-e honari-ye jolg-e Shiraz", Ali Sami, "Shiraz diar-e Sadi v HaJez", Kramatulah 
Afsar, "Tarikh-e baft-e ghadimi Shiraz", and Sayed Mohamad Taghi Mostafavi, "Eghlim-e pars". 
14 Tavernier, "The six voyages", p. 247. 
15 Canby, "The Golden age of Persian Art", p. 72. 
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Fig. 20. Qazvin. The Ali Qapu gateway, a porch facing Sepah Street 

Fig. 21 . Shiraz. The Khan School, a porch in the courtyard 
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Safavid architecture of Qazvin is mostly represented in history by poets, written during 

the poetic prosperity of classes at Tabmasp' s court. 

The palace and gardens are referred to in a number of Safavid chronicles and described 

by travellers, but Ali Qapu has never been properly studied. Of the seven portals of 

Tahmasp's palace, it seems that Ali Qapu was an important gateway. The portal 

building is seventeen metres high. Beside the doorway entrance are two broad stone 

benches for sitting. Inside the building, the flooring has a stone surface and features 

crisscross bricks (Fig. 22). The domed ceiling features tiles and brick-work (Fig. 23). 

The helicoid design in the brick-work is reminiscent of the entrance ceiling of 

Emamzadeh Housain, a sacred building in Qazvin, which during the reign of Shah Safi 

was rebuilt by "Zinat Bigom Shah Tabmasp's daughter (Fig. 24)".16 It is not known 

who built this religious building, but the building's construction occurred before 

Safavid times. Between the two periods of Genghis and Safavid there was a gap of 

around 200 hundred years. Because of the poor economic situation and conflicts, no 

renovations occurred for a long time. 1
? During the Qaj arid and Pahlavi periods 

Emamzadeh Housain was also frequently renovated, and some changes were made to its 

facade, but it probably retained its original appearance. Therefore, it is possible that 

during the rebuilding of the entrance ceiling, the architects involved were influenced by 

the ceiling brick-work design of Ali Qapu. On the other hand, it is also possible that the 

Ali Qapu architect was influenced by the Emmazadeh Housain entrance design. 

Historical evidence shows that Emamzadeh Housain was important to the Safavid 

Monarchs and importantly the Shah following Tahmasp I and Muhammad Shah 

Khodabande, father of Abbas I, was buried in the Emamzadeh Housain. 

On the tiles in the forecourt of the Ali Qapu portal is an inscription relating to Shah 

Abbas I 1587-1629. During his visit, Chardin mentioned, "Abbas the Great quite altered 

16 Dabirsiaghi, "Sair-e Tarikhiy-e Bnay-e Shahr-e Qazvin va Benahay-e An", p. 428. About this 
mausoleum, Dabirsiaghi also indicated to "Minoudar" by Golriz: "There is no evidence who built this 
building .,. during Qajarid, Saad al-Saltaneh governor of Qazvin, ordered to demolish it and built it 
again ... in northern fa9ade there is a cornice epigraph which belongs to Zinat Begom ... and there is a 
beautiful lofty wood carved door in the north, which is made during Shah Tahmasp reign .... Shah Ismail 
II buried in this mausoleum". For more see Dabirsiaghi, "Sair-e Tarikhiy-e Bnay-e Shahr-e Qazvin va 
Benahay-e An", pp. 427-433. Sultan Mohammad Khodabandeh was buried in the Imarnzada-ye Hoseyn at 
Qazvin, but his remains were later transferred to Ardabil. See Monshi, TAAS, vol. 2, p. 692. 
17 See Dabirsiaghi, "Sir-e Tarikhi-ye Bnay-e Shahr-e Qazvin va Benahay-e An", p. 427. Also see Golriz, 
"Minoudar", pp. 683-684. 
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Fig. 22. Qazvin. The stone surface and crisscross brick floor, in the hall of Ali Qapu gateway 

Fig. 23. Qazvin. The ceiling of the hall, in Ali Qapu Gateway 
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Fig. 24. Qazvin, Imarnzadeh Housain, the ceiling of the doorway. 
(Cultural Heritage Organisation photo: Naser Mizbani) 
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and enlarged it".18 The renovation or enlargement probably occurred before the capital 

was transferred from Qazvin to Isfahan. In 1594 Shah Abbas ordered a celebration in 

the Maydan-e Seadatabad. The shops had been provided with arcades on which lamps 

were hung. Shah Abbas himself watched and engaged in various polo and shooting 

contests.19 The last renovation of Ali Qapu occurred in 1315/1936.20 There is no 

accurate date of the renovation during the Safavid period. 

Ali Qapu has two lofty wooden doors. One door faced Maydan Shah (Shah Square) 

Sepah, and the present Shohada Street, and the other one faced the cortile. The cortile 

door is timeworn and is under renovation (Figs 25-26). Probably this door is the original 

one, or was changed after the Safavids. There are no historical reports regarding 

changing of the doors. According to Chardin, "There is an Inscription in Letters of 

Gold, to this effect. May this Gate always be open to good Fortune: by that confession 

which we make, that there is no God but God. " 21 

~I "11 .tJ1 "1 wI ~I ~ ---- j)~.JJ 6;1 ~ ~Jj 4..: j4 ~j~ 

From the plan of the building and especially the vaulted aiwan of the entrance it seems 

that the portal ,;vas considered as a waiting area. The governor's admission room for 

politicians such as ambassadors and state governors was probably located in the 

gateway building (Figs 27-28, 29-30, 31). On both sides of the gateway, in the west and 

east, there are two rooms. According to Della Valle, "inside there is a beautiful tall and 

lofty atrium for the door-keepers and beyond the entrance there is a large, beautiful 

courtyard, the former being completely shaded by a thicket of tall plane trees".22 Inside 

the building there is a spiral stairway, which leads up to the roof and neghare-khaneh or 

kettledrum (Figs 32-33). The kettledrum reveille was drummed four times a day.23 On 

the roof of the building there are two different kinds of doorstep: one is cylindrical and 

the other one is slanting (Figs 34-35). The gateway porch is not painted or adorned with 

gold, but the side facing the Sepah Street has decorated tiles (Figs 36-37). At the rear, 

the half-dome brick-work is visible from the roof of the building only (Figs 38-39). The 

rotunda hall, with its shallow dome, has reticular windows for lighting (Figs 40-41). 

18 Chard in, "The travels into Persia", p. 379. 
19 See O'Kane, "Studies in Persian Art and Architecture", p. 256. 
20 Dabirsiaghi, "Sir-e Tarikhi-ye Bnay-e Shahr-e Qazvin va Benahay-e An", p. 492. Also see Golriz, 
"Minoudar", vol. 1, p. 643. 
21 Chardin, "The travels of Sir John Chardin", p. 379. Also see Golriz, "Minoudar", p. 641. 
22 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", p. 173. 
23 Golriz, "Minoudar", p. 641 . 
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Fig. 25 . The gateway door facing the courtyard, view from the gateway hall 

Fig. 26. The edge and door hinge, facing the courtyard 
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Fig. 27. Qazvin. Ali Qapu Gateway, ground-floor 
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Fig. 28. Qazvin. Ali Qapu Gateway, Erst-floor 
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Fig. 29. Qazvin. Ali Qapu Gateway, roof 
plan (after C.H.O.Q). 
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Fig. 30. Qazvin. Ali Qapu Gateway, southern elevation (after C.H.O.Q). 
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Fig. 3l. Qazvin. Ali Qapu Gateway, northern elevation (after C.H.O.Q). 
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Fig. 32. Qazvin, Ali Qapu. The stairway, view from the middle of the stairway on the first floor 
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Fig. 34. Qazvin. The Ali Qapu roof, slanting doorstep, view from the north-east 

Fig. 35. Qazvin. Ali Qapu, cylindrical doorstep, view from the north-west 
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Fig. 36. Qazvin. Ali Qapu Gateway, the upper spandrel tile works decoration. View from Sepah 
Street 

Fig. 37. Qazvin. Ali Qapu Gateway, the south-east porch facing Sepah Street 
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Fig. 38. Qazvin. Ali Qapu Gateway, view from Payghambreyeh Street 

Fig. 39. Qazvin. Ali Qapu Gatway, view of the rear from the roof 
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Fig. 40. Qazvin. Ali Qapu Gateway, shallow dome with reticular window, view from the hall 

Fig. 41. Qazvin. The Qajarid building in the old Safavid Palace area, in Ali Qapu Gatway 
courtyard 
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Probably the hall was a lobby which served as a waiting room for diplomats and 

ambassadors. However, in the courtyard, facing the gateway building, with tall plane 

trees and a pond, there is a building which was built during the Qajar period, in place of 

the Safavid building. It is likely that the Qajarid architect tried to create a copy in place 

of the Safavid lahan-nema (view of the world) Pavilion. 

During the Safavid period the Jahan-nema Pavilion was used as accommodation for 

ambassadors, politicians and special guests of the palace. In the east of the Ali Qapu 

building there are long rooms in a single storey. All of these rooms were probably 

originally used for palace guards. During the Qajarid time, one of these rooms was used 

as a reading room and the other for a press. On the north side was a laundry room and a 

school, called the Omid School. At the entrance of Ali Qapu there are two platforms. 

The footstall of the arcade has shiny glazed tiles and the other part with plasterwork has 

a whitewash colour. There is an inscription on the tiles. The epigraph style is sols joli 

and it was written by the famous Safavid artist Ali Reza Abbasi. Its panegyrist wrote in 

praise of Shah Abbas I. The epigraph is in classical Arabic writing (Fig. 42). 

Fig. 42. Qazvin. Ali Qapu Gateway, a part of Sols Joli inscription by Safavid artist, Ali Reza Abbasi, in 
the Shah Abbas I period (after Dabirsiaghi, "Sar dar-e Ali Qapu-ye Qazvin Aeine-ye Ebrat", p. 24). 

~I o.l.YJ1 o~ ,WUI.j u~1 ~.;ll ~I o~ ,~ ~ t~1 JA~I J~ JJ.! ~ ~I ~ .fi~ ~ 

~ ~~, WI ~l... ~.jJA ~, ~ ~ y\Jj ~I ..J y.;aJ1 ~.jlA tJ.JA ~~I u~1 ~ UlSJ'i1 

.j ~ ~1.,Ui. U~Jjl.f.: ~~I ~I ~.JoWI~1 (Jo"~ ow. ,;iJ:a.JI-,H1 u~1 (.H u~1 (.H u~1 

~Jl U:i'~1 ~ ylll .j ~.j.;h.. IlJ ~4 ~ ~I ~~I (Jo"..JJ ~U~ .j ~ ~, J~ ~ ~,F.oo' 

. ~~ ••• ~ ••••• ~~ ~\S. 

The epigraph's meaning is (We succeeded in mentioning this lofty threshold to build 

this exalted place and construct this six-sided building issued by the Great Sultan, the 

lord of Arab and Persian King, the dust upon the threshold of the Master of Man, the 

promoter of the way of the twelve Imams, the Sultan, son of the Sultan, son of the 

Sultan, Abu Muzaffar Shah Abbas al-Musavi, al-HussainI, al-Safavi, Bahadur Khan, 

may God etemalise his empire and make his universe sail across oceans of victory and 
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lay the heads of Great Sultans at his door and bestow upon all Khaghans his humble 

mercy .,. Ali . .. Abbasi). The small part at the end of the epigraph can probably be 

dated and also represents the artist's names, which were Ali Reza Abbasi. The middle 

name, Reza, has crumbled away. At the present time Ali Qapu is under renovation by 

the Cultural Heritage Organisation of Qazvin. Because of scaffolding at the time of the 

author's visit, close-up photographic exposure was not possible. 

On the front of the portal, and on the right and left side of the fa<;ade, there is a semi-

circular arch, which is the most elaborate manifestation of the basic unit of the gateway 

design. The Ali Qapu Getaway is not painted or adorned with gold like Isfahan, but 

Della Valle described it as "very large with a most majestic view".24 In this respect, 

Abdi Beg' s poetic descriptions of the Gateway and palace are not overstated. In the 

Qaj ar period, Sepah Street, which faces the Ali Qapu Gateway, has its name written on 

a tile installed on the Ali Qapu wall (Fig. 43). 

Fig. 43. Qazvin. The inscription tile, Sepah Strees, on the wall of Ali qapu Gateway (1307/1889) 
Qajarid period 

From the old photographs, it seems that shadowy Sepah Street was also under 

conservation from the old days in Qazvin. From its con1ffiencement to the present time 

24 Della Valle. "The Pilgrim", p. 173. 
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the Ali Qapu Gateway has had a succession of additions and changes (Fig. 44). During 

Shah Abbas's reign, as noted earlier, because of the evidence of the Ali Reza Abbasi 

epigraph, probably a part was changed or renovated. During the Qajarid period lions 

were installed on the peak of the portal. Traditionally the lion is the national symbol of 

Persia. Two lions and a sun made of plaster were on the portal peak, but later, during 

the Pahlavi regime these two lions and sun were removed. The word of Nazmiyeh ~, 

which was on the porch, was changed to Shahrbani ~~~ [Police Station] by the 

calligraphy teacher of Qazvin schools, Abdul Ali Pezeshkian (Fig. 45). Pezeshkian 

corniced the word of Nazmiyeh [Police Station] on the porch, and once again himself 

converted it into a Shahrbani [Police Station].25 There are no accurate dates as to 

exactly when the changes occurred, but probably the word change from Nazmiyeh to 

Shahrbani was effected during the Pahlavi period, when the wave of the Persian 

language rectification arose. 

Fig. 44. Qazvin. Sepah Street, and Ali Qapu gateway 1320/1941 (after Dabirsiaghi. "Sir-e Tarikhi-ye 

Benay-e Shahr-e Qazvin v Banahay-e An", p. 737. 

25 See Dabirsiaghi. "Sardar-e Ali Qapu-ye Qazvin Aeeineyeh Ebrat", Cultural Heritage Organisation of 
Qazvin Province). Outman 138212003, p. 21. 
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Fig. 45. Qazvin. Ali Qapu Gateway, the Shahrbani word (police station) on the door lintel and lions 

sculptures on the peak (after Dabirsiaghi, p. 816). 
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2.2. Description of Chehel Sotun Pavilion in Qazvin 

The Chehel Sotun pavilion in Qazvin that formed part of Shah Tahmasp' s palace 

complex consists of two storeys. The central chamber of this pavilion is illuminated by 

twelve windows, and there are four aiwans (porchs) with diverse styles of wall painting. 

The plentiful windows are glazed and allow efficient ventilation. In 1568, the Safavid 

poet Abdi Beg Shirazi, in his poem called it Orshi Khaneh ,~Li. ~jI (Fig. 46) described 

the palace complex, its paintings and decorations. 1 

Describing the historic setting for layout of the complex, four streets surrounded the 

Chehel Sotun pavilion. The Southern Street was wider and longer than the others with 

tall plane trees 011 both sides of the street surrounding a garden that was full of fruit 

trees. In the garden there were also two pools. One pool was to the north and one was to 

the south of the pavilion, and there was always running water from the streams to the 

pavilion and from the pavilion to the southern pool and the passage to the Naderi yard. 

This pavilion "before 130011882 was known as Shah Tahmasps Kolah Frangi. Likely 

between 1306-1312/1888-1894 during the Qajarid period, it was renovated by Saad al-

Saltaneh, the Qazvin governor, and he called it Chehel Sotun".2 For most of the Qajarid 

period the Chehel Sotun pavilion was the police headquarters. After 1330/1951 the 

garden and pavilion were held by Gendarmeries of Iran, which included a Swedish 

command and officers. During the Qajarid period some parts of the pavilion were 

changed, these changes probably occurring after 1300/1921. As has been noted, the 

governors retained the earlier pavilion and they made some changes. Even the stairway 

in the upper floor was utilised. "One of the rooms was divided into two rooms for 

making offices".3 During the Qajarid period, n1any of the Safavid buildings in other 

cities, such as the pavilion and caravanserai, were also used as police headquarters. As 

noted earlier, the Ali Qapu gateway was used as the police headquarters for a long 

period. The ground-floor rooms of the Ali Qapu portal were used for the police stable. 

In the year 133411955, workers on their renovation duty found Safavid paintings 

underneath the wall plaster of the Chehel Sotun pavilion. As a result of that, labourers 

1 Abdi Beg (Khajeh Zinulabedin Ali Moayedi Shirazi 921-987 Gh), Rowzat-al-SaJat, "Epithet of 
auspicious Seadatabad Garden" (976/1568). See Dabirsiaghi, "Sir-e Tarikhiy-e Bnay-e Shahr-e Qazvin va 
Benahay-e An", p. 134. See also Appendix. 
2 Dabirsiaghi, "Sir-e Tarikhiy-e Bnay-e Shahr-e Qazvin va Benahay-e An", p. 493 . 
3 Goulriz, "Minodar fa Bab al-Janeh Qazvin", p. 648. 
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Fig. 46. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun, formerly Orshi Khaneh, (in the autumn and heart of 
winter (after C. H.O. Q. photo: Jafar Nasiri) 
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using adzes scraped back the plaster to reveal the painting of the Safavids (Figs 47-48). 

In 1336/1957 the Chehel Sotun pavilion was proclaimed as the museum of Qazvin. 

During the Safavid period the design of the Chehel Sotun pavilion could be compared to 

other similar pavilions such as Hasht Behesht of Isfahan and Cheshmeh Emarat at 

Ashraf (modem-day Behshahr), on the Caspian Sea. All of these pavilions are built in 

the middle of gardens. The design of the small rooms in those pavilions indicates that 

their purpose was for entertainment and pleasure. On the ground floor of the Chehel 

Sotun pavilion at Qazvin the quadrangular central room measures 8.4 x 5.1 metres. The 

rooms communicate with the surrounding gardens through four aiwans, one on each 

side. Each of these aiwans was originally connected to the central room by three short 

passages. On each side there is a reticular window, and a marble pond is at the front of 

the rooms. The four comers between the aiwans contain four rooms. Each room has a 

different plan. On the exterior of the pavilion, instead of comers there are oblique walls, 

so that the plan is that of an unequal octagon (Figs 49-50, 51-52). Around the exterior of 

the structure are eight massive columns, and eight comer piers engaged with columns 

support a gallery encircling the upper storey reached via a curved staircase leading from 

the south-eastern comer room (Figs 53-54). The powerful main brick cylindrical 

columns are the basis of the building on the ground. In the plinth of the building there is 

a stone vent-hole all around the building (Figs 55-56). The eight columns in the four 

comers of the pavilion are a combination of cylindrical and trapezoidal columns. In 

each comer there are two cylindrical and trapezoidal columns. In between the comers, 

they are divided into cylindrical columns that are all built from brick (Figs 57-58). 

Those columns support and hold the aiwans of the first and the second roofs. 

It is the piers and the columns of the verandah that work together to form the Chehel 

Sotun. The veranda runs all around the upper storey, with a wide shady roof. Because 

of the abundance of the wooden columns on the second floor, the Qajarid Qazvin 

Governor, Saad al-saltaneh, during the Qajarid period, selected the name Chehe1 Sotun 

(forty columns) to describe the building. Upstairs, thirty-two slender wooden Sotun 

(columns) support the roof (Figs 59-60-61) combining with the eight brick columns and 

also eight piers. 

The means that were developed to keep the pavilion cool during the heat of summer 

involved reticular windows (Figs 62-63) and doors with decorative glass and fretwork 
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Fig. 47. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The fIrst-floor wall under renovation, with 
fresco painting 

Fig. 48. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, the fIrst-floor room wall under renovation, 
with fresco painting 
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Fig. 49. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. Ground-floor plan, 
(after C.H.O.Q). 
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Fig. 50. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. First-floor plan, 
(after C.H.O.Q). 
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Fig. 51. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The southern and eastern 
elevations, (C.H.O.Q). 
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Fig. 52. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. Section A-A, and 
Section B-B (C.H.O.Q). 
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Fig. 53 . Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. First-floor external spandrels, and the wooden 
and brick columns. View from the south-west 

Fig. 54. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The brick columns, view from the north-east 
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Fig. 55. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The plinth, view from the South-west. 

Fig. 56. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The stone vent-hole of the plinth. 
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Fig. 57-58. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. Three different shapes of columns. 
Wooden, cylindrical and impacted bricks columns. 

View from the north-east 



Fig. 59. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The comer of the aiwan roof. View from the south. 

---.---

Fig. 60. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, the wooden column. View from the north-east. 
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Fig. 61. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. View from the southeast. 

Fig. 62. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The reticular window, view from outside the building. 
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Fig. 63. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The reticular window, view from inside the building. 

illuminating the hall, which were kept open during the sununer (Figs 64-65). From the 

o Itside, facing the former palace area there is a pool (Fig 66). In design similar to that 

of most of the Safavid palaces and pavilions in Isfahan, Naein and Caspian Sea, the 

Qazvin pavilion is also reflected in the water of the pool creating a vision of a multitude 

of columns. The circulating water, the pond inside the building, and also the massive 

trees in the garden with their considerable shade keep the pavilion cool. The trees of 

Qazvin gardens have a horizontal growth habit. Consequently, Qazvin is one of the 

cities of Iran with a large number of ravens. The important architectural section of the 

pavilion consists of a vaulted hall and the ceiling (Figs 67-68, 69-70). The ground-floor 

rooms are not very big, but the second floor is spacious. At present, a large glass box 

containing the museum's framed historical works by Safavid artists is at the centre of 

the crucifonn hall on the second floor (Fig. 71). There are also some statuettes; most of 

these are animal statuettes, and there is an ancient small white-coloured marble basin 

(Fig. 72). 

The pavilion rooms on the first floor are not large. In the centre of the chamber there is 

a square pond made of marble, with a water fountain (Figs 73-74). The ceiling of the 
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Fig. 66. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion pool. 

Fig. 67. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The ground-floor vaulted hall. 
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Fig. 68. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The ground-floor windows 

Fig. 69. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The old part of the painting of the ground-floor ceiling 
(with fresco painting) 

66 



Fig. 70. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The first-floor groined vault (under renovation) 

Fig. 71. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The Safavid calligraphies in glass box (museum), 
second-floor hall 

67 



Fig. 72. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The stone basin, in the second- floor hall (museum) 

Fig. 73 . Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, the marble pond in the middle of the fIrst-floor hall 
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Fig. 74. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, close-up of the right comer of the pond in the 
middle of the fIrst-floor hall 

chambers is decorated with Moqarnas work. At present, because the pavilion interior is 

completely under renovation, it is mostly without any artworks (Figs 75-76). There are 

many different-sized star designs between the conjunctions of the arch (Figs 77-78). In 

the daytime, the light coming from the window reflects the ceiling decoration in the 

water of the pond in the centre of the hall. The reflection from the daylight also makes 

the ceiling decoration sharper (Figs 79-80). It can thus be seen that the Safavid architect 

valued light and reflections. The reflection of the ceiling decoration especially, with 

afternoon sunlight on the water, was probably enjoyable for people sitting around the 

marble pond. The reflection of the colourful moqarnas in the water of the pond would 

give the impression of a colourful floral Persian carpet. This image was only visible in 

early times when people sat on silk carpets around the pond leaning on cushions. 

From the south-eastern comer there is a staircase which leads to the second floor (Fig. 

81). The building was constructed from materials such as stone and brick. On the 

second floor, thirty-two slender wooden columns support and hold up the flat roof of the 
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Fig. 75. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, ceiling decoration of the hall on the fIrst floor 
(under renovation) 

Fig. 76. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, the flIst-floor vaulted ceiling decoration (under 
renovation) 
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Fig. 77. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, the fIrst-floor star decoration on the ceiling 
(under renovation) 

Fig. 78. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, fIrst-floor ceiling decoration(under renovation) 
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Fig. 79. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion ceiling decoration of the room in daylight 
(under renovation) 

Fig. 80. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, the ceiling decoration in the audience hall 
(under renovation) 
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Fig. 81. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, south-eastern comer staircase, view 
from ground floor (with fresco painting) 

gallery (Figs 82-83). The main portion of the upper storey consists of a large cruciform 

hall, which at the present time is a museum. There is multi-coloured glass of oval shape 

and semi-lunar windows in the hall (Figs 84-85, 86-87,). The artworks of the Safavid 

era are displayed to visitors in the hall on the second floor. Those works are mostly 

poetic verses, calligraphy of nastaUq and sols-e joU of the Safavid artists such as Ali 

Reza Abbasi and Mir Emad Qazvini, and books which were published during the 

Safavid period, such as Sahifeh Sajadiyeh as well as books by others (Figs 88-89,90-

91). There are four comer rooms, each with a small adjacent chamber. One of the rooms 

was used as an office and another one for the museum director. Whereas the rooms on 
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Fig. 82. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The upper-storey hall, lunar window. View 
from the west 

Fig. 83. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, The oval window glass 
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Fig. 84. Qazvin. Chehel SotuD Pavilion. Close-up of the multi-coloured window glass 
in the upper-floor hall 

Fig. 85 . Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. Close-up of the multi-coloured window glass 
in the upper-floor hall 
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Fig. 86. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, the lighting window 

Fig. 87. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, the north-east corner of the upper-floor ceiling, 
and standing figures in European costumes 
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Figs. 88. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The name and the artwork ofMir Emad Saifi Qazvini, 
the Safavid artist, in the second-floor hall (museum) 

Fig. 89. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The calligraphy of the Safavid period, second floor 
( museum) 
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Fig. 90. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. Sahifeh Sajadieh, the original book of the 
Safavid period, in the second-floor hall (museum) 

Fig. 91 . Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The name and identification of Sahifeh 
Sajadieh, Safavid-period book. In the second-floor hall (museum) 

78 



the ground floor and the aiwans are vaulted, all the rooms in the upper storey have flat 

wooden ceilings (Figs 92-93) . There is a balcony, which is accessible through a door for 

a garden view and fresh air. Under the roof of the balcony is a line of a vent holes (Figs 

94-95). 

Abdi Beg Shirazi's (1515-1580) poems provide a fairly detailed description of the 

paintings on the walls and the aiwans decoration of Orshi Khaneh and the Aiwan-e Bag-

e Haram and Gombad-e Monabbat-kari, which were built by Shah Tahmasp I in the 

royal garden at Qazvin. The garden was laid out in the grounds at Zangi-abad or 

Barmaky-abad, brought by the king from Mirza Ashraf-e Jahan-e vazir in 95111544-45, 

and its name was changed to Jafarr-abad. J afar is the name of the sixth Shia Muslim 

Imam. The majority of the paintings illustrated themes that were borrowed from the 

Persian poet Nezami. 

The aiwans, attached to the pavilion develop a distinctive program of painting. On the 

walls of the aiwans there were seven paintings celebrating the love between Shirin and 

Farhad (characters in Persian fiction) at Bisotun Mountain. The paintings depicted 

Shirln bathing in the water, a polo-game, the young lovers talking and walking in the 

middle of the garden, the hunting scene, and the Y ousef and Zolaykha story, which 

shows Egyptian women cutting their hands in surprise at the sight of handsome man 

Yusof. In his poem, Abdi Beg Shirazi does not specify the number of scenes that were 

painted in the Aiwan-e Bagh-e Heram, but he describes the subject mat~er at some 

length. His poen1 deals with the campaigns led by Tahmasp I in Georgia. Three 

paintings were to be seen in the Gonbad-e Monbat-kari. The first was a hunting scene, 

the second was a depiction of people playing the typical Persian and Turkish game of 

Qapaq, and the third was the Safavid Army Qezelbash fighting in the war against the 

Ottoman army. Abdi Beg does not mention any artists' names, but he noted that they 

were the work of famous artists patronised by the Shah Tahmasp, himself a great painter 

as emphasised by Abdi Beg. As to the scene froin the Romance of Yousef and 

Zolaykha- the seventh scene in the Chehel Sotun - heavily praised by Abdi Beg, the 

accolmt given by Qazi Ahmad Qomi suggests that the painter was the Shah Talunasp 
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Figs. 92. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. North-east comer of the flat wooden ceiling of the 
second-floor hall, (museum) 

Fig. 93. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The fIrst-floor hall, wall painting of flowers 
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Fig. 94. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. The vent-holes under the flrst- floor balcony roof 

Fig. 95. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion. Close-up of the vent-holes, under the fIrst-floor 
balcony roof 
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himself. Finally, Eskandar Beg Monshi's report indicates that the master Mozafar Ali 

executed the greater part of the paintings in the Chehel Sotun.4 According to 

r-,vrinorsky's translation from the Persian, 

"Among the several scenes painted by Shah in the Chehel Sotun, the author 
mentions one representing Yusuf and Zulaykha and the Egyptian ladies eating 
fruit. This was painted on the lower part of the western side of the pavilion, with 
verses from poems. The Egyptian [ladies] were throwing stones of vituperation 
at Zulaykha, but Yusufbecame the sword which cut their hands".5 

During that period there was a wave of artists arising in the Qazvin school of the arts. 

According to Qazi Mir Ahmad QOlni, Mir Zin al-Abedin was Tahmasp's teacher. Other 

artists, such as Soltan Mohammad, Houssain Behzad and Agha Mirak, were also very 

close to the Shah. Ustad [master] Sultan-Muhammad was employed in the library of the 

late Shah Tahrnasp and was engaged in teaching that Khusrau [sovereign] of the Four 

Clin1es who under his guidance practised pictorial art. It seems that the advantageous 

position of the Qazvin school of the arts was attributable to Shah Tahmasp. He was an 

encourager of the art movement. At the time when the Shah favoured the artist, they 

occasionally went for rides on Egyptian asses in the palace garden ofTabriz. There is no 

question that the Shah was not only a promoter of the arts. More than giving 

encouragement, he was an artist himself. "Yet as this exalted Majesty was greatly 

inclined toward this wonder-working art in which he was a master, (this humble one) 

has mentioned his blesse 1 name for the felicity and honour of this noble manuscript and 

for the adornment and bliss of this exalted treatise". 6 The poems of Abdi Beg Shirazi 

and Qazi Ahmad Qomi provide historical evidence indicating that Shah Tahmasp was 

surrounded by a group of artists and he himself was at the peak of this group of painters. 

Probably the place where the artists gathered was Qazvin palace. The paintings of that 

incon1parable and noble painter are many. The fact of the matter is that the palace area 

'vvas like a college of the arts for the artists, with royal support. One or two scenes of 

majles (assemblies) by him are found in the pavilion aiwan of Chehel Sotun in Qazvin. 

In other words, at the time the art of painting, like royal poen1s, was considered a regal 

art. During that period, the careers of calligraphers and artists working in, for eXaInple, 

marquetry, gilding, miniatures, and painting had reached their apogee. In those days 

4 See Eshraghi, "Description Contemporaine Des Peintllres Murales Disparues Des Palais De Sa h 
Tahmdsp A Qazvin", p. 126. See also Dabi.rsiaghi, "Sir-e Tarikhiy-e Bnay-e Shahr-e Qazvin va Ben.ahay-e 
An.", pp. 114-150. 
5 Minoresky, "Calligraphers and Pinters A Treatise by Qazi Ahmad", p. 182. 
6 Ibid 
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artists enjoyed perfect intin1acy, and gathered in the library of the late Shah. About 

those enjoyments for the poets of that period, Minorsky selected a verse, which may be 

translated as: "Unquestionably, high advancement was achieved by scribes, artists, 

natives of Qazvin",7 Shah Tahmasp was greatly drawn to learning the nastaliq script 

and painting, and spent his blessed time on these . 

We now look back over the history of the arts, especially that of wall painting. The 

promotion of painting began a long time before Shah Tahmasp' s reign. The influence of 

the art of painting travelled from Herat, which was the centre of Timurid art, to Tabriz. 

Ustad Sultan-Muhammad pictured the deportment (ravish) of the Qezelbash. The 

promotion of painting went step by step along the cities to Qazvin and finally to 

Isfahan. The dominati0n of Shah Ismail I on Herat (907-930/1501-1523), the migration 

of art masters from Herat to the Ismail capital Tabriz, and also the employment of 

Behzad as a director of the royal library in Tabriz, were the key points of the promotion 

of painting during the Safavid era. When Behzad from Herat went to Tabriz, he made 

obsolete the art acaden1ies of Baghdad and Tabriz. In other words, he began a new 

revolution in the fine arts, and originated a new style in the art of painting. Before that, 

the style of painting, especially that of the eye and eyebrow, was Chinese style. 8 

The most immediate evidence about Qazvin's Orshi Khaneh (Chehel Sotun) pavilion 

and its gardens is from Abdi Beg Shirazi's poems and also descriptions by seventeenth-

century European travellers who visited Shah Tahmasp' s gardens and palaces at Qazvin. 

They described the pavilion as having small two storeys, and they imagined that it 

served as a place for festivities and conversation. The rivulet and with its sound of 

vvater, also the organisation of the rooms, the basin on the first floor, the balcony, the 

choice of love-story subjects for the wall paintings, and the coloured window glass all 

suggest that the pavilion incorporated both private and public receptions and was used 

for entertainment. Whereas the wall paintings of this pavilion derive from the classical 

Persian literature and the courtly repertoire of hunts and outdoor, the Palace of 

Govenunent, according to "Abdi Beg N avidi Shirazi, had doors and walls decorated 

with the vocabulary of illuminated borders of Inanusclipts - foliage, flowers, birds, 

magical beasts and humans in non-narrative settings".9 

7 Minoresky, "Calligraphers and Pinters A Treatise by Qazi Ahmad", p. 182. 
8 See Haghighat, "Tarikh-e Honarha-ye Meli v Honarmandan-e [rani", p. 442. 
9 Canby, "Persian Art (1501-1722)", p. 69. 
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With regard to Orshi Khaneh, the modem-day Chehel Sotun pavilion itself is generally 

attributed to Shah Tahmasp, but in fact the attribution remains uncertain in the absence 

of a building inscription (Kleiss, 1976). The interior was radically altered in the Qajar 

period (13th/19th century), but in the 1350sl1970s it was largely restored to its original 

appearance. In 1970, restoration revealed the remains of wall paintings on both levels. 

On the second floor, "on the south wall of the western arm of the cruciform hall, there is 

a very lively representation of a harem girl wearing European dress in the style of the 

16-17th centuries". 10 From the time of its construction during Shah Tahmasp's period to 

the present day, the Chehel Sotun pavilion was frequently altered. It served as many 

different kinds of government and police offices, and finally as a museum. Therefore, 

during each period its decorations were changed. In his old age, Shah Tahrnasp became 

pious, but there is no verification of any change in the pavilion's decoration during that 

period. The main point of curiosity is the neglect that seems to have occurred during the 

Qajarid period. During present-day renovations, adze-marks have been revealed on the 

painted figures, and frequently plaster, and also erosion of the paintings from the past 

(Figs 47-48, 96-97). 

At the present time, the Chehel Sotun interior is under renovation. From old 

photographs and also from the remaining wall paintings, it seems that not only eyes and 

eyebrows but also wall decoration were influenced by the Chinese style (Figs 98 -99). 

Over the last few centuries son1e parts of the walls have been plastered, but son1e parts 

still have fresco painting. It seems in fact that the pavilion walls were plastered over 

several times and repainted. As result, at present during the renovations, mUltiple layers 

of plastering and paintings appear. The remaining part of some abraded painting on the 

second floor is European. Probably this is the Qajarid painting (Figs 100-101). The 

vvave of the Qazvin school of art lasted for eighty years. During the period of Shah 

Tahmasp, Behzad's reformation changed painting from the old Chinese style to a new 

style of landscape and social life. The art reformation influenced by Behzad in Qazvin 

educated many of those following on to that school of painting. Thus many artists 

promoted the new art style in all the cities around the country. In the schools of those 

10 Encyclopedia Iranica, pp. 116-117. 
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Fig 96. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, first-floor walls multi-plaster(under renovation, with 
fresco painting) 

Fig. 97 Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, fIrst-floor wall (under renovation, with 
fresco painting) 
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Fig. 98. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, the ftrst-floor wall, under renovation, 
with fresco painting 

Fig. 99. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, first-floor wall, old style with fresco painting 
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Fig. 100. Qazvin. Chehe1 Sotun Pavilion, the second floor, European 
painting (under renovation, with fresco painting). T 

Fig. 101. Qazvin. Chehel Sotun Pavilion, the fIrst-floor, 
.... wall painting (under renovation, with fresco painting). 



artists numerous famous artists developed, such as Us tad Mozafar Ali, Mirak Isfahani, 

Mirza Ali, Mani Shirazi, Khaj eh Abdusamad Zaringhalam, Mir Mosavar, Mir Sayed 

Ali, Sadeghi Beg, Ali Hejrani and Mir Zinulabedin.11 

From the multi-plastered walls of the Chehel Sotun pavilion and some of the paintings 

which have been illustrated earlier, it seems that the pavilion was decorated during both 

the Safavid and the Qajarid periods. The decoration is clearly distinguishable. Some of 

the exterior tiles probably date from the Qajarid period. The interior tiles and paintings 

are mostly from the original Safavid structure. "The high quality of the surviving wall 

paintings suggests a date in the period when Qazvin was the capital". 12 During the tilne 

of Shah Tahmasp, the specific element that allows us to distinguish the Safavid painting 

from others was the fashion of the models . The particular items were dress and turban. 

"The Safavid turban was circular with a red sign".l3 Also the building painting and 

decoration of Qazvin's Chehel Sotun, with its paintings of youthful faces, allow us to 

distinguish the Safavid paintings fron1 the others. This character was no longer evident 

or conspicuous after the death of Shah Tahmasp in 984/1576. 

Three early Safavid glazed tiles, each bearing the image of an angel, are relevant to 

discussion of this building. One of those glazed ti les is still present in the pavilion itself, 

in the collection of the Qazvin museum. According to the Encyclopedia Iranica, another 

"similar example, said to have come from Qazvin, is in a private collection, and a third, 

of unknown origin, is in the collection of the Victoria and Albert Museum in London 

(Luschey-Schmeisser) ". 14 These pieces convey an ilnpression of the type and quality of 

ceramic decoration on the walls of the palace pavilion in the early Safavid period. 

The traditional painting of the Tahmasp era is clear and straightforward in style. Indeed, 

the figural tradition in Iran is older than that of manuscript illustration. During Safavid 

times, wall painting was an occasional practice for the miniaturists and book artists, just 

as monUlnental inscription was for the calligrapher. As has been noted earlier, the Shah 

was a patron of the arts, because he hilnself was an artist, and painted two scenes in the 

Chehel Sotun pavilion. "The Herat painter Aqa Hasan 0111an1ented with painting the 

inside of the holy ton1b of Imam Ali Reza. It is clear however [that for the king and 

11 For the names more artis ts of Qazvin School, see Appendix. 
12 Encyclopedia Iranica, p. 117. 
13 Haghighat, "Tarikh-e Honarha-ye Ivfeli v Honarmandan-e Irani" , p. 445. 
14 Encyclopedia Iranica, p . 117. 
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other artists] this was an occasional practice, outside the normal painting of manuscripts 

or album leaves". 15 

Not only were the interior arts promoted in Shah Tahmasp's buildings and their 

traditions at Qazvin, but it also seems that Persian models subsequently became popular 

in India. Homayun had his part to play in the survival of this painting style when he 

brought Persian painters from exile, heirs to this style. With the return of Homayun 

from Persian exile, Persian artisans arrived in Delhi. His son Akbar Shah ruled India in 

the period from 1556-1605; it took his long reign to consolidate the administration. In 

common with the Sultans of Gujarat (whom he overthrew), Akbar Shah integrated 

Hindu trabeated forms into his buildings. But the tomb Akbar Shah built in Delhi for his 

father Homayun followed the Islamic domed and arched tradition. This allowed the later 

development of a new style. Akbar Shah's son, Jahangir, who ruled India for twenty-

two years (1605-1627), also continued this Hindu-Islamic synthesis. After Jahangir's 

father's death, India's inherent naturalism reasserted itself and the closeness to nature 

reappeared with the added guidelines of botanical books. From the rule of Emperor 

Akbar (1556-1605) to the period of Shah Jahan (1628-58), the new styles began to be 

seen. Akbar deflected building away from Hindu towards Persian Islamic models which 

were already popular in India. The most important influences were the pure lines, the 

arches and the domes, hallmarks of fine Islamic construction, which reached their zenith 

in India under the rule of Shah Jahan. 16 Thus it can be seen that Shah Tahmasp's 

building design and decoration impressed foreign arts and architecture. In Homayun's 

tomb we meet for the first time ')alis", a kind of stone taller than a man, perforated 

according to a geometric plan - so much so that no more than a pattern of thin fillets 

remains. The drum of the dome, which in Persia is frequently tiled, was here likewise 

encased in a stone mosaic. Its geometric structure is also derived from the star of 

David. I? 

15 Basil Gray, "Tradition of wall painting in Iran". Chapter 13 in "Bibliotheca Persia. Persian Art Series 
number 1. Highlights of Persian Art", edited by Ehsan Yarshater, p. 313. 
16 See Cooper and Dawson, "Traditional Buildings of India", p. 16. 
17 Volwahsen, "Living Architecture: Islamic Indian", pp.142-143. 
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Chapter 3: History and Description of the Royal Palaces in Isfahan 

Introduction 

Chapter Three describes in detail the history of Isfahan's Ali Qapu and Chehel Sotun 

Palace buildings. The Naqsh-e Jahan Square, the political and trade centre for the 

Safavid monarchs, is also described, as well as Chahar Bagh Avenue and gardens. The 

writings of the Safavid historian Monshi and of European travellers such as Figueroa, 

Della Valle, Herbert, Tavernier, Olearius, Chardin, Kaempfer, Carmelites and De Bruin 

clarify the history of the buildings described. Their descriptions and narrative of the 

social history of the buildings highlight the importance of the interiors of each of these 

examples. From examination of their texts this chapter establishes the dates and 

attribution of the various building campaigns associated with the royal palaces in 

Isfahan. Interior decorations, including talar columns with moqarnas objects, especially 

in the music room on the upper storey of Ali Qapu, become an important focus as well 

because they indicate the impact of social life on the architectural designs of the 

palaces. 

Another focus of the chapter is Honarfar's discovery and also comparison of Chehel 

Sotun talar with the ancient palaces of Achaemenid's Persepolis Palace and Pasargadae 

Palace. The Safavid palace buildings, with their diversity of paintings and decoration, 

represented a conjunction of the arts and cultures. Those decorations are historical 

evidence of the harmony existing during the Safavid period. There is also evidence that 

European art of the time influenced the Persian art of painting, as the wall decoration of 

the Safavid buildings perpetuated the European style. 

3. 1. History of Isfahan's Ali Qapu 

Isfahan had been the Capital of Persia during the Seljuk era. Later the capital was taken 

back to Tabriz. Subsequently Tahmasp I transferred the capital from Tabriz to Qazvin. 

However, in the winter of 1597 during the rule of Shah Abbas I, the Shah decided to 

transfer the capital from Qazvin to Isfahan. The Naqsh-e Jahan Garden at Isfahan was 

already in existence when Abbas I ordered the construction of the new Maydan-e 

Naqsh-e Jahan ("image" or "design" of the world square). The Seljuk emperors had 

built their palace a century before the Safavid dynasty. In only a few years, Shah 
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Abbas's decision brought his new capital to the highest point of its urban development 

and building construction. Isfahan became a splendid capital for the Safavid Dynasty. 

Abbas's constructions were located between the new and the old Seljuk city. The Ali 

Qapu palace was built at the fonner location of the garden entrance. The architecture of 

Shah Square (Naqsh-e Jahan) and the buildings was attributed to Shah Abbas 1. The 

infonnation relating to the history of the Maydan and its buildings is, in Galdieri' s 

words, "marked by topographical confusion".l Isfahan became an important capital for 

Europeans and other nations for its trade centre. Over the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries under Safavid rule, the palace complex and gardens developed widely. The 

Isfahan complex consists of many buildings and gardens. During the 42 years of Shah 

Abbas I's rule (1587-1629) a new palace at the Naqsh-e Jahan replaced the old palace 

at Maydan-e Harun Velayat. At the beginning of his rule, unlike the earlier emperors 

who ruled from Isfahan and who had lived in the old city, Shah Abbas made his 

decision not to live in the old part of the city. His palatial structures were located in an 

area between the old and the new Maydan. The western arcade of the Naqsh-e Jahan 

became the eastern wall of the palace, and the palace gateway was built at the location 

of the old garden entrance. Shah Abbas and his advisers planned a Maydan that was to 

become the ideal place for the connections of the important functions of a modell1 

capital. Maydan-e Naqsh-e Jahan was the imperial site for polo, military parades, horse 

racing and receptions for ambassadors and courtly audiences. The mosque for prayers 

was in the Maydan, and probably the Maydan was also the stage for religious 

processions of the Ashora festival during the first ten days of Moharram. 2 Also, it is 

certain that the ancient Persian festival of the New Year (Nowruz) was celebrated in the 

Maydan and palace gardens. During the reign of Shah Abbas I the palace of his 

administration and the bazaar as an economic centre were located together in Naqsh-e 

Jahan, and development of the city was forced into modem and new directions. 

1 See Galdieri, "Two Building Phases of the Time of Sah Abbas I in the Maydiin-i Sah of Isfahan 
Preliminary Note", p. 60. 
2 During the ten days of Muharrarn there is a religious festival which commemorates the Shia Muslim 
Imam Housain, who was martyred at the battle of Karbala, in the Iraq of today. The Safavid monarchs 
mostly encouraged the spread of Shia religious festivals. The Ashoura festival was described by Brunin 
during his visit to Persia in the reigns of Shah Solayrnan and Shah Housain. See De Bruin, "Voyages de 
Comeille Le Brun", vol. 1, pp. 215-219. 
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Monshi noted, 

"People who have travelled widely say they have rarely seen marblework to 
equal that on the walls of this mosque; the building of another extremely fine 
mosque, opposite the royal court ... the building of a theological seminary; a 
hospital; public baths; the Qey~rIya ... rows of shops flanking the Meydan, with 
apartments over; excellent caravanserais . .. the main avenue known as the 
Cahar Bag, approximately one jarsak in length, and the gardens flanking the 
avenue on each side . .. the magnificent bridge, consisting of forty arches ... the 
five-storied royal palace, and private apartments decorated in gold and named 
Sarvestan (the cypress grove)".3 

From this report, it seems that Monshi himself was not a witness. The mosque indicated 

by Monshi is the Shaikh Lutfollah Mosque, which is located in the Maydan facing the 

Ali Qapu Palace in the east. In the north is Neqare Khane and in the South the Shah 

Mosque (Figs 102-103, 104-105). There is a huge bazaar complex in Isfahan, where the 

economic activities of merchants and artisans, called Qaysari-ye, took place. All those 

buildings, with the Ali Qapu palace and the Isfahan main avenue Chahar Bagh (four 

gardens) were in the palace area. Shah Abbas I constructed the buildings and, with a 

bridge, facilitated communications on both sides of the Zayanderud River. This bridge 

was named Allahverdi Khan, which is the name of a Safavid army general. It must be 

remembered that Monshi's historical book TariK-e 'A!amara-ye 'Abbasi was written in 

1616, thirteen years before the death of Shah Abbas 1. Monshi did not indicate the 

precise date of the construction of the buildings he described. He noted that Shah Abbas 

had been responsible for many public works. 

Shah Abbas II also had a major impact on the planning and building of the new capital. 

From Monshi's reports in the ninth year of the reign of Shah Abbas I, it seems that in 

fact the palace was not totally transferred from Qazvin to Isfahan for some years. In the 

ninth year of Shah Abbas's reign (1004/1595-96), Monshi noted, "an unhappy event 

that occurred this year was the death of the Shah's father, Sultan Mohammad 

Kodabanda, ' in the palace at Qazvin . .. [Shah Abbas's father] was buried in the 

Imamzada-e "Hoseyn [Housain] at Qazvin (Figs 13-14)".4 On the other hand, from 

Monshi's report about the happy event of the New Year's festival in the tenth year 

(1005/1596-97) of the reign of Shah Abbas in the Chehel Sotun hall of the royal palace 

3 Monshi, "T AAS", vol .1, p.536. 
4 Seeu Monshi, "TAAS", vol. II, p. 692. 
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Fig. 102. The Isfahan Naqsh-e Jahan Square maquette. In the north is Neqar- e khane, 
Shaikh Lotfula Mosque is in the east. In the south is Shah Mosque and in the 

west is Ali Qapu Palace 
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Fig. 103. Isfahan. Naqshe lahan Square. The Shaikh Lotfula Mosque. (Photo by 
Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 104. Isfahan. Naqshe lahan Square. The Shah Mosque. 
(Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 105. Isfahan. Naqshe Jahan Square. The Ali Qapu Palace. (photo by Dario 
Mazda, 2005.) 

\,Q 
0\ 



• 

at Qazvin, it seems that Abbas's administration was still in Qazvin. That year probably 

was the last year of Abbas's Qazvin capital. Writing about miscellaneous events that 

occurred in that year, Monshi noted, 

"Ambassadors came from all parts of the world to the court of Shah Abbas this 
year: some were received at Qazvin, others at Isfahan, and there was such a 
throng of envoys, bearing countless gifts, as had rarely been seen in previous 
years. Among them were Mirza Zia al- Din Kasi and Abu Nasr Kafi, 
ambassadors on behalf of the Mogul emperor Akbar ... After these festivities, 
the Shah felt in the mood to visit Isfahan and enjoy the delights of the Naqs-e 
Jahan palace there .. . new year's audience [was] in the Cehel Solin hall of the 
royal palace [at Qazvin]".5 

Probably for a few years the Shah's New Year audiences were shared between Qazvin 

and Isfahan. The actual transfer of Abbas's capital from Qazvin to Isfahan most likely 

occurred within a few years. Accordingly, the gifts which Monshi noted were probably 

for the event of the Shah's new capital. It seems that in the eleventh (1006/1597-98) 

year of the reign of Shah Abbas I, the city of Isfahan officially became the Safavid 

capital. According to Monshi, 

"On Sunday, 23 Sa 'ban 1599 Shah Abbas gave a huge feast in the Naqs-e lahan 
gardens at Isfahan and invited to it the emirs, moqarrabs, principal officers of 
state, people of Isfahan, and the various classes of persons present at court at 
that time. Cunningly fashioned pavilions, hung w:th lights, were erected in the 
garden, and the feasting went on for three days and nights".6 

Those feasts were probably orientation or opening ceremonies for people to the new 

capital Isfahan, because the garden in which the festivities were celebrated were not 

only the Shah's moqarrabes (intimate) but there was also free entrance to the pUblic. 

That feast also commemorated the transfer of the capital from Tabriz to Qazvin in the 

period of Shah Tahmasp, the grandfather of Shah Abbas 1. 

The history of that earlier transfer and the experience of the past were helpful for Abbas 

when he transferred his capital from Qazvin to Isfahan. Probably when the Isfahan 

buildings for administration and the palace were completely finished, Shah Abbas 

joined in the celebrations with his close friends and the people of Isfahan. As has been 

5 See Monshi, "TAAS", vol. II, pp. 705-706, 71l. 
6 Monshi, "TAAS", vol. II, p. 777. 
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noted earlier, a few years before transferring the Tahrnasp capital from Tabriz to 

Qazvin, Shah Tahrnasp had bought the land in the Seadatabad of Qazvin, ordering the 

emirs and moqarrabs to buy the land, and had built the pavilions in the palace area. 

Tahmasp arrived in Qazvin after the palace construction was complete. At Qazvin also, 

there is no accurate date as to the construction of the pavilion and gateway. There is 

only an accurate date of the arrival of the king in his new capital. 

Neither Monshi nor the European travellers such as Della Valle, Herbert and Chardin 

clearly recorded the basic date and patronage of the palaces at Qazvin, Isfahan and the 

Caspian Sea. As has been noted .earlier, some of the Safavid buildings which were built 

dUling Abbas II's reign were attributed to Abbas 1. During the Safavid period (1501-

1736), three kings by the name of Abbas ruled Iran, and because Abbas I was a 

powerful king and modernised the country, the Persian and European chronicles may be 

mistaken in their representation of the construction dates of some buildings. For 

instance, Abbas I constructed Ali Qapu, but Abbas II finished it. He also added the great 

talar or pillared balcony that extended out over the Naqsh-e Jahan Square. Abbas II 

also erected the Chehel Sotun. He laid out the Seadatabad Chahar Bagh and built the 

Hasanabad Bridge. Furthermore, during his reign the Imperial Bazaar, the busy street 

that linked the Maidan-e Naqsh-e Jahan with the Maidan-e Harun Vilayat, expanded, 

boasting new shops, caravanserais, mosque, madrasas, and baths.7 

Until the discovery of two inscriptions at the Chehel Sotun and some additional Persian 

sources for the Ali Qapu by Lutf-allah Hunarfar in 1957 and 1964, the consensus was 

that both buildings originated entirely from the time of Shah Abbas 1. 8 The inscription at 

the Isfahan Chehel Sotun building was able to provide a new date for at least part of it, 

namely during Abbas II's reign. In the Monshi report there is some significant 

information about Naqsh-e Jahan square, but not the accurate date of the Safavid 

buildings. He noted, 

''New Year's Day this year occurred on Monday, 21 Rajab 10041 21 March 
1596. [21 Rajab 1004 fell on a Thursday] ... after the usual formalities, the 
ambassadors delivered letters of friendship from Emperor Akbar .. , Camels 
bearing the emperor's gifts were paraded before the Shah in the [Qazvin] 
Meydtin ... [In the year 1009-10/1601-02, the fifteenth year of the reign of Shah 

7 See Blake, "Half the World", pp. 11-12. 
8 See also Babaie, "Safavid Palaces at Isfahan", pp. 4-5. 
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Abbas I], the refugee Uzbeg [Uzbek] princes reached Isfahan ... At the Shah's 
order, they were welcomed to the capital . .. they given a reception [to Uzbek 
princes] at the Naqs-e Jahaan Palace ... The Shah arranged for the Uzbeg 
[Uzbek] prince to take up residence at Qazvin".9 

After these festivities in Qazvin, the Shah then felt in the mood to visit Isfahan and 

enjoy the delights of the Naqs-e Jahan palace. The Uzbek prince was allotted cash 

grants and accommodation in the capital, Isfahan. Monshi did not indicate the precise 

location of the Uzbek princes' accommodation building in Isfahan. Before the removal 

of the capital from Qazvin to Isfahan, as was noted earlier, the Jahan-nema Pavilion in 

the Qazvin Palace had been considered as accommodation for political guests. As a 

result, the Shah's arrangement for the Uzbek prince as a political refugee was a 

residential place; probably it was the Jahan-nema pavilion in the old palace at Qazvin. 

In the twenty-third year of the reign of Shah Abbas I, the New Year fell on Saturday, 

14 Zu'l-Hejja 1017121 March 1609. Monshi reported that the Shah as usual held a great 

celebration in the Naqsh-e Jahan Park at Isfahan. A stream that runs through'the middle 

of the park fed a huge pool as big as a small lake. At the side of tIus pool, and on the 

upper reaches of the stream, former kings, "especially Shah Esma'il I, had constructed 

pleasant residence, so that the whole effect was reminiscent of the garden of paradise 

(beneath which streams flOW)".lO Monslu's indication that Shah Isnlail I (1502-24) had 

been the one who constructed the pleasant residence is probably anachronistic. With 

regard to this matter, Galdieri's archaeological reports, as a group master of the 

(IsMEO) 11, in Isfahan on an architectural survey during renovations in 1977, indicated, 

"we have identified the pavilion MUllS! [Monshi] attributes to Sah Isma "il as the 

extensively modified building known today as Taiar Teymuri.,,12 There are different 

opinions as to the original nucleus of Ali Qapu's construction history in the Naqsh-e 

Jahan Square. Bellan, the historian, and Godard, who was the director of Iran National 

Museum for several years, and also the history scholar Lutfula Honarfar of the Isfahan 

9 Monshi, "TAAS", vol. II, pp. 693, 706, 799. 
10 (Beneath which streams flow): the Koran, 43-6,etc. See Monshi, "TAAS", vol. II, p. 977. 
II (IsM EO) Istituto Italiano per if Medio ed Estremo Oriente. 
12 "So far it has been practically impossible to visit, much less study, this singular building,. for many 
years used as the Officers' Club of the Iranian Army. In spite of these objective difficulties and the 
damage inevitably done as a result of such an unusual way of using it, we have already carried out a few 
preliminary sondages and some investigation into the more important transformations undergone by the 
pavilion over the centuries. We think we shall soon be in a position to demonstrate all the radical, skilful 
modifications made to the plan and structures of the original building, which is quite different from the 
present one, in order to insert it in the new urban project desired by Sah 'Abbas". See Galdieri 's footnote, 
"Esfahan: Ali Qapu", p. 6. 
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University, believed that Shah Abbas I, in 1018/1609, added five storeys to the Timurid 

building. On the other hand, the source used by Godard and Bellan (the latter only 

incidentally, considering the different approach followed in his research) to support the 

hypothetical pre-existence of a pavilion and, as a logical consequence, of the 

coincidence of this pavilion with the present-day Ali Qapu, IS without doubt the 

chronicle of one of the king's secretaries, Eskandar Beg Monshi. 13 

The historical account written by Monshi is in general about the king, ministers, army 

comnlands, natural disasters such as earthquakes, and the wars and also festivities. The 

references that Monshi provides to particular buildings are rare, and they are also 

difficult to interpret owing to the flowery language and magniloquent style. In Monshi' s 

historical report, of course, no explicit reference to the name of Ali Qapu is made. 

However, the Isfahani scholar Honarfar has researched Ali Qapu. Honarfar, quoting 

Jaban An~arI [Ta 'rikh-e Isfahan va Rayy, Tehran 132111942], claims that in 1018/1609 

Shah Abbas I added five floors to the palace, the foundations of which were laid in the 

era after Teymur. 

The material evidence on which Honarfar, BeHan and Godard relied consists of two 

main elements. One is the presence of a large mud-brick wall on the south side of the 

main building. The second piece of evidence is the particular type of masonry 

characterising the lower part of the building between the levels +0.00 and +6.50. This 

masonry work is actually of much rougher workmanship than the curtains found in all 

the other zones of the building. The mud-brick wall has been found to be much thinner 

than was believed in the past. As a result of that, it would thus be quite unsuited to bear, 

by itself, the heavy loads imposed upon it in the course of time. From the historical 

evidence and also from Galdieri' s architectural survey, it seems that the original 

building, known as Ali Qapu, was an integral part of the project desired by Shah Abbas 

I for the great Square. 

From Galdieri's archeological examination, Monshi's report and European descriptions, 

one may surmise that from the beginning, Ali Qapu was simply a Shah's palace 

13 Monshi work, Alam aray-e 'Abbasi, was written in 1025H11616AD and published in Tehran in 1314 
Hl1936AD. With special reference to Ali Qapii, see extracts quoted by L. Honarfar, Ganjinah-i Athar-i 
Tarikhi-ye Isfahan, Esfahan 1344/1965-6). See Galdieri's footnote, "Esfahan: Ali Qapii", p. 4. 
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gateway and could also be used as Shah's bema (platform). Later a five-storey building 

with an original gateway was built. 14 The bazaars, mosques and palace at Naqsh-e 

lahan Square indicate the social life in Abbas's capital. Social life, trade and regality 

touch upon or merge with the architectural expression of the Naqsh-e lahan Square. As 

has been noted earlier, there is so far no reliable historical evidence to indicate or 

determine the year in which Ali Qapu was constructed. Even the Shah Abbas historian, 

Monshi, did not indicate the exact date of construction, but there is no doubt that the 

building was founded at the end of the 16th century. This leads to the conclusion that 

the construction of Ali Qapu began during the first of the two distinct periods of Shah 

Abbas's building construction activities, which can be divided into 1006-1020/1597-

1611, and 1020-1038/1597-1628. 

Whatever its origin, the building is an integral part of the Naqsh-e lahan Square project. 

The construction dates of the other buildings, such as that of the Shah and Shaikh 

Lutfula mosques', are on the fayade of these buildings. Shaikh Lutfula Mosque's 

construction date on the fayade is 1010/1601, and the Shah Mosque was beglm in 

102011611. On the other hand, on the fayade of the Qaysarieh Bazaar is the date 

1029/1619. 

Another nebulous point in the history of Ali Qapu relates to the additions made to the 

building. "Under Shah 'Abbas I, the 'Ali Qapu was a much more modest building than 

it now is; its modular nature facilitated subsequent major additions".15 In fact, some of 

the construction of the Safavid buildings began during the reign of one king and 

completion occurred in that of another king. Further additions to some of these 

buildings such as Ali Qapu and Chehel Sotun' s occurred in at least two or three 

different periods. The construction of the foremost building on the Naqsh-e lahan 

Square has traditionally been attributed to Shah Abbas II (1642-1667). The Royal 

artillery officer Mahmoud Beg Forsat based this conclusion on a piece of poetic writing. 

The composition is quoted in the book Qisas-al Khaqani by Vli-quli Shamlu, who was a 

chronicler contemporary with Abbas II's reign. Shamlu relates that, on Thursday 24 

Dii'l qa ida of 1053 11643 "a lalar was built on the side of the square according to a 

royal order addressed to the Prime Minister Mirza Taqi aI-din Muhamad, and its 

14 See Galdieri, "Esfahan: Ali Qapl1", pp. 4-5, 7. 
15 See Hillenbrand, "Islamic Architecture", p. 431. 
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construction took only a short time".16 The year 1053/1643 was the first year of Abbas 

II's reign. Consequently, it might also be thought that in the course of the second phase 

Shah Safi I perhaps added a part to the first building and Abbas II was the builder of the 

Talar. However, in view of the scant building construction that is known to have 

occurred in Shah Safi' s period, this hypothesis would not be feasible in the absence of 

more certain evidence. Whatever the partial construction dates, the building virtually 

reached its present form during the year 1664. 17 In fact, during the reign of Safi I, two 

buildings were constructed in the royal palaces. The first was Talar-e Tavile, which was 

located further to the west and south of the Ali Qapu building. The second one was 

Hauzkhane, which was repeatedly mentioned in the Khuliisat al-Sfyar as the preferred 

location for ambassadorial receptions in the reign of Shah Safi 1. 18 

In 1614 Felipe (Philip) III, King of Spain's Ambassador, Don Garcia de Silva y 

Figueroa, who was a member of the Spanish great and famous family called "Feria", 

was sent to Persia. After three years Figueroa arrived in the court of Shah Abbas I in 

Isfahan. 19 During his term of duty at the Shah's court, Figueroa described in a summary 

the Ali Qapu building and indicated a large tower. Later he gave a detailed description 

of the floor, writing, "The back and upper floor belongs to a very fair chamber".2o From 

Figueroa's description, his indication undoubtedly relates to the Music Room on the top 

floor. The description is important because it is COlnes from Figueroa, one of the 

European diplomats who were granted an audience by King Abbas I in the palace. 

Figueroa was in the palace and saw the inside of the building, a fact reinforced by his 

reference to the upper quarters for women, which clearly refers to the sort of metronome 

shape formed by the double forked structures of the hall roof. 21 Della Valle, during his 

visit to Isfahan in 1617, did not indicate the number of storeys in the building, but he 

mentioned the two tiers of arches over the Square, and he also mentioned that the 

building was not finished. 22 No accurate date has been ascertained for the construction 

of Ali Qapu, but its growth can almost be charted from evidence available. Figueroa's 

visit to Isfahan should actually be dated to 1617, not to 1614 which was when he arrived 

16 Galdieri, "Esfahan: Ali Qapii", p. 39. (Honarfar, op. cit., pp. 423-425). 
17 Ibid 
18 Babaie, "Safavid Palaces at Isfahan", pp. 79-80. 
19 See Savagheb, "Tarikhnegari-ye asr-e Safavi-ye", p. 215. 
20 El suelo postrero y mas alto es de una quadra hermosissima. See Appendix for Figueroa's descriptions. 
21 See Galdieri 's footnote, "Esfahan: Ali Qapii", p. 38. 
22 See Galdieri, "Esfahan: Ali Qapii", p. 38. 
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in Goa and was held there waiting for three years.23 In fact, Figueroa travelled to India 

and Persia for ten years. For more than two and half years he was in Abbas I's court in 

Persia. In early 1618 Shah Abbas was at his Ashraf palace. Della Valle met Shah Abbas 

in the Ashraf Palace and noted, "He [Shah] asked me if the Ambassador of Spain who 

had now come to his court was a man of truth and integrity',.24 On the other hand, 

Figueroa met Shah Abbas I at Qazvin, shortly before the Shah met Della Valle. When 

the Shah left Qazvin for Farahabad, Figueroa noted, "In the Maydan of Qazvin and after 

[the Shah] went to Farahabad ... and for me only was I privileged for my journey later to 

Horrnoz".25 It seems that Figueroa arrived in Persia in the early months of 1617, 

because his secretary wrote, "Early in the year 1617 the ambassador went to Horrnoz ... 

the summer which Ambassador reached in Horrnoz, the year of 1617 before arriving in 

Persia".26 

Tavernier, a Swiss Baron who was born in Paris, travelled to Persia at least six times 

from 1631 to 1668. During his seventh voyage in 1689, he died in Moscow while on the 

way to Persia.27 His fust travels were during Shah Safi I's reign. During his first 

voyage, he wrote, 

"As for the King's Palace, I cannot make any handsom [sic] description of it, in 
regard there is nothing of Beauty either in the Building or in the Garden. I have 
been as far in the house as a men could go, every time I was sent for by His 
Maj esty; but excepting only four rooms which they call Divans, I saw nothing 
but pitiful low Galleries, and so narrow that hardly two men could pals a-brest 
[sic] in 'em. In one of these Galleries I had audience of the King, in the Garment 
of Honour which he had bestow'd upon me".28 

Obviously Tavernier was indicating the harem, which he had not been allowed to enter. 

From his description it seems that Tavernier was on his first voyage to Persia, because 

he only had the chance to see four rooms in the spacious palace. Tavernier, as a 

merchant, met the King, and probably the audience rooms for the merchants were 

different from those used for the ambassadors. He did not indicate the name of those 

23 Babaei, "Safavid Palaces at Isfahan", p. 125. 
24 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim" , p. 166. 
25 En el Maydan de Casbin y despues escriui a Farabat ... y de mi parte solamente licencia para partirme 
luego a Ormuz . Figueroa, "Comentarios", vol. 2, p. 408 
26 Por el principio del ano de 1617 el Enbaxador partiese para Ormuz ... el verano que el Enbaxador 
paso en Ormuz el ano de 1617 antes de pasar a Persia. Figueroa, "Comentarios", vol. 2 , pp. 568-569. 
27 Savagheb, "Tarikhnegari asr-e Safavieh", p. 287. 
28 Tavernier, "The Persian Travels", book. IV, p. 152. 
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galleries. Tavernier's description corresponds to one from his earliest travels in 1631. 

Therefore, once again the accurate date of the foremost building is missing from the 

record. 

There are some historical reports relating to an earthquake and the resistance of Ali 

Qapu. The first is an indirect mention contained in a letter from the Catholic Mission of 

the Carmelites. In that letter they complained that between 1670 and 1675 many 

mission building had collapsed. The second report is from a Persian source.29 The report 

from the Catholic Mission of the Carmelites is probably not about the earthquake. In 

letters from different cities the Carmelites frequently made use of the word collapse. For 

instance, about one of the churches, Father Antony Francis wrote, 

" . . . and has repaired the house which was about to collapse ... in the narrowing 
of the town, which was later effected, that House of ours was razed down to its 
foundation . . . the town moat, the area of Shiraz, following the destruction and 
depopulation during the period of the Afghan wars, needed to be greatly 
diminished - as was done at Isfahan on a larger scale under Shah Ashraf the 
Afghan - and that many buildings, including the deserted and ruined Camielite 
Residence and church were leveled dUling the work . .. Perhaps it was during 
one of those periods of attack, or by a collapse of the fabric from heavy snow 
and rain . .. to sell the house of the king, who was in need of money ... probably 
unable to cope with the care and constant expenditure required to keep up a large 
house and many walls ... one night of heavy rain that building, reckoned as 200 
years old for the most part, fell, about 15 rooms being completely ruined, 
ceiling, arches, walls; the upper vaults being ruined had damaged those below 
.. . the wall in the street also, so that the debris blocked the road ... to have their 
House in Isfahan repaired at the expense of his Majesty ... The imperial city [of 
Byzantium] was being shaken by continual earthquake ... The house of the 
mission, the town of Shiraz had been demolished, destroyed and completely 
depopulated, and was empty of Christians". 30 

It is probable that the buildings at Isfahan, especially the royal building of Ali Qapu and 

the buildings at Shiraz, were mostly damaged by Afghan assaults. In a Carmelite letter, 

Bishop Barnabas Fedeli, wrote from Shiraz on 6 June 1730 about attack or collapse 

from heavy snow. In the period 1660-75, some letters from the Carmelites clarify- the 

situation. These included statements about the orders from the chief minister in Isfahan 

to sell the house of the king because he was in need of money. From this kind of report, 

29 "Earthquakes and Nuclear Test", Iran Tribune, vol. V, n° 72-Tehran 1970. See Galdieri, "Esfahan: Ali 
Qapll", p. 36. 
30 "A Chronicle of The Carmelites in Persia", vol. II, pp. 456, 518,1034,1068,1069-1070. 
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it is evident that the cases of the ruin of Safavid buildings can be viewed as economical 

problems, especially during Shah Housain's reign and thereafter. Obviously the letters 

document the cases of collapse. In the collections of the letters of Carmelites they 

referred directly to a great earthquake in Rome and also to an earthquake that occurred 

in Byzantium. However, in writing about Persia they did not directly use the word 

earthquake. The most visible damage caused by the earthquake was not the most 

serious. Parts of the damaged area included the kahgel [clay and straw] layer from the 

shaken structures, which led to the subsequent fall of whole pieces of pictorial 

decoration. In Shah Housain's reign (1694-1722), Ali Qapu merely rebuilt the east 

fayade of the Talar, covering the floral decoration, that had already been damaged in the 

earthquake, with a geometric decoration on plaster. The next renovation took place 

during the Qajarid period in 1857, because the inscriptions on ceramic tiles on the two 

entrances to the palace refer to general decorative work. 

In the year 1857, at the time of Naserudin Shah (1848-1894), renovations were perhaps 

connected with the utilisation of the building as a public office. Ali Qapu was also the 

residence of the goven10r of Isfahan Zell- e Sultan. He was the brother of the Qajarid 

King, Mozafarudin Shah (1896-1907).31 Before the Second World War, in Reza Shah's 

reign, Ali Qapu once again was used as government offices. Finally, in 1964, at the 

request of Pahlbud, the minister for Culture and Art during the reign of Mohammad 

Reza Shah Pahlavi, the first consultants of the (IsMEO) came to Isfahan for an 

inspection of Ali Qapu. IsMEO drew up a tentative plan for the rescue and restoration 

of the monument. At the present time, the wooden ceiling of the Ali Qapu balcony, 

music room and indeed the whole building are under renovation by the Cultural 

Heritage Organisation of Iran. Some parts of the wall paintings are also covered by 

fresco paintings (Figs 106-107). 

Another historical issue relating to Ali Qapu is the door of the palace. It is made of solid 

kabude wood, well-executed although modestly designed, but is certainly not the 

original. 32 In contrast, the much richer doors of the Masjed-e Shah and Madreseh 

31 Galdieri, "Esfahan: Ali Qapl1", pp. 36-37. 
32 Galdieri, "Esfahan: Ali Qapl1", p. 69. 
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Fig. 106. Isfahan Ali Qapu. The walls of the hall, under fresco Painting, 2005. 
(Painter Miss Asefeh Mimiam.) 

Fig. 107. Isfahan Ali Qapu. Close-up of the figure in the hall under fresco painting, 2005 . 
(Painter Miss Asefeh Mirniam.) 
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Chahar Bagh do appear to be original. It seems that the original door of the Palace was 

sent to Najaf for the Imam Ali shrine courtyard.33 The burial ground of Shia's first 

Imam, Ali, is in the city ofNajaf, in present-day Iraq. Shah Abbas I, brought one of the 

Imam Ali Najafs doors to Isfahan and installed it In this royal palace for the 

beautification of his building.34 The name Ali Qapu or AlIa Qapi is infrequently 

mentioned in the travellers' descriptions. Most of the travellers only described the 

Shah's palace door. Della Valle wrote, "The door of the King is on one of the two long 

sides, two-thirds of the way along, and, as is their way, it looks pretty rather than 

magnificent".35 Herbert described "The King's palace, or Chonna-Potshaugh [King 

House] ... Afore the King's door are one-and-thirty demi-cannons of brass and twelve 

iron culverins unmounted, brought thither".36 Herbert's description included a drawing 

plan of the Maydan, which looks like aerial photography. Actually, Herbert (or the 

engraver) had buildings B and C reversed; the Shaikh Lotfallh mosque should be on the 

left, the palace on the right. 37 Another European who indicated the name of the Ali 

Qapu palace gate in the Naqsh-e Jahan Square was Olearius. He was sent by Frederick, 

Duke of Holstein, to the Duke of Muscovy and the King of Persia, Shah Safi, in 1637. 

Olearius described the entrance of the King's Palace, 

"About forty paces from the outer-gate, on the right hand, there is another Gate, 
which opens into a spacious Garden . .. in the midst whereof there is a Chapel 
which gives a Privilege to the whole place, and makes the Sanctuary [it was], 
"Called by the Persians, Alla-Capi, that is, God's Gate". 38 Chardin in 1666 
noted, "at the principal Gate of the magnificent pile, which they call HaN Kapi 
or Haly's Gate or by another interpretation, the High-Gate".39 

Kempfer, in the year 1684, during Shah Solaiman' s reign, travelled to Persia. He noted, 

The most important Shah's palace is the so-called Tdldr-e Ala Qapy. Kempfer 

explained, it is called Ali Qapy, meaning Gate of Ali, the others call it Allah Qapy too, 

33 Henry-Rene d' Allemagne, op. cit., vol. IV, p.63, "une tradition veut que [cette porte} ait eM apporte,e 
fa par Shah Abbas qui aurait fait enfever au tombeau d 'Ali a Nejef'. See Galdieri, "Esfahan: Ali Qapii", 
p.69. 
34 See Zendeh-rooh Kermani, "Naqsh Jahan", p. 16. 
35 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", pp. 123-124. 
36 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", pp. 128-129. [Soon after Herbert' s visit, his companion Sir Robert Sherley 
died on 13th July 1628. The English Ambassador, Sir Dodmore Cotton, died on 23rd July 1628, and Shah 
Abbas I died on 19 January 1629]. 
37 See Carswell, "East and West: A Study in Aesthetic Contrasts (part 1)", p. 80. See also Savagheb, 
"Tarikh negary-e asr-e Safavi-ye", p. 237. 
38 Olearius, "The Voyages and Travels of the Ambassadors", p. 220. 
39 Chard in, "The Coronation of So lyman III", p. 29. 
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meaning the Gate of God. The correct name is, Ala Qapy, meaning the sublime portal. 40 

In fact, the main problem is the European traveller's pronunciation and also the Turkic 

pronunciation of the Safavid clerical Qezelbashs in that period, for the words ~ Ali 

and Ali ~~. Both the words Ali and Ali were originally derived from Arabic, the 

pronunciation of which is not easy for Europeans, or for Persian and Turks. In the 

original text, Kaempfer used the words, "Aali Kapi,Le Aali portam alii tAli ,,)'1 Allah 

Kapi, i.e". It is likely that the words Ali Qapu became more common after Shah Abbas 

1's reign. Probably because Shah Abbas took his palace door to the sanctuary of Ali in 

Najaf and the event caused rumours in the nation for many years, people called the gate 

Ali Qapu, which means the gate of Ali. One must remember that the city of Isfahan has 

ten gates.41 De Bruin, who travelled to Persia in 1703, described them: 

"They are all built of earth and without any works for defence, and the folds of 
the gates themselves are very clumsey and secured by iron plates ... The King 
palace is three quarters of a league in circumference and has six gates ... the 
chief of [one of the gates] which is called Ali Kapie or the Gate of Ali ... the 
second gates were the "Haram [Harem} kapesi, or the Gate of the Seraglio ... 
[The third gate was called] Moetbag-Kapesie, or the Gate of the Kitchen ... [The 
fourth was called] Gbandag-Kapesie . .. [The fifth gate was called] Gbajat-
ganna Kapesie [khalvat Khane 'Privacy domicile ' [This gate led into the Chahar 
Bag. The sixth gate was] Gbanna Kapesie, or the Secretary's Gate: these two 
last come into the town to the northward . .. Most of the gardens of the kingdom 
go into the palace through those gates when the king gives them audience, and 
particularly through the two first".42 

From de Bruin's descriptions it seems that the Ali Qapu and Harem gates led into the 

square. Ali Qapu's name confused the European: Ali (high, eminent, noble, sublime) 

was like the name of the First Imam. Ali was nephew and also son-in-Ia\-v of the prophet 

Mohammad. In fact, Ali is the First Imam for the Shia, not Sunni. The Sunni Moslems 

know Ali as the Fourth Caliph. The first is Abubakr, the second is Omar, the third is 

Ottoman and the fourth is Ali. Ali was "a man greatly revered among the Shi-ites of 

40 Der vornehmste Palast des Schahs ist der sogenannte Talar-e Ala Qapy . .. Namen niimlich 'Ali Qapy, 
» Tor des 'Ali «, oser auch Allah Qapy, » Tor Allahs «, richtig Ala Qapy, » Bunte Pforte «. See 
Kaempfer, "Amoentatum exoticatum politico-physico-medicarum .. . ", pp. 208,211, 183. 
41 See De Bruin, "Voyages de Corneille Le Brun per la Moscovie, en Persia", vol. I, p. 192. 
42 De Bruin, "Voyages de Corneille Le Brun per la Moscovie, en Persia", vol. I, pp. 193-194. 
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Safavid Isfahan".43 Shah Abbas, throughout his life in his letters and command, signed 

himself as the faithful servant or slave of the Ali doorway, Abbas. According to the 

Carmelites, "The inscription on the seal at the head of the 'Jarman' runs: (in the circle 

round it): The slave of the king successor, Imam Ali, Abbas".44 Tohid Khane, which 

was the domicile of more than two hundred Sufi guards, was adjacent to the palace. It 

must be explained that there are Sufis in Iran who are called Ali Alahi (God is Ali), and 

they follow Imam Ali as God. The word Qapu is Turkic, meaning portal or gate. Ali 

Qapu, as many travellers believed, meaning high eminent, or sublime gate, was 

undoubtedly chosen in imitation of the Bab-e Humayun (Sublime Gateway), the 

entryway of the Topkapi Saray Palace of the Ottomans. On the other hand, Tavernier 

called it Ali's gate, and Sanson called it Allah's Gate.45 

The epigraph on the tiles over the Ali Qapu portal, which is inside the building, includes 

this sentence: "I am the city of science and its Sublime doorway" (Figs 108-109).46 An 

architectural survey gave the date of Qajarid period 1857-58.47 In fact the meaning can 

also be "I am the city of knowledge and Ali is the gate to it".48 After the time of the 

original door of Ali Qapu during Shah Abbas 1's reign, when he installed it in the Imam 

Ali burial ground courtyard in Najaf, a city which is today in Iraq, the epigraph on the 

tiles was probably installed during the Safavid era over the Ali Qapu portal. Another 

possibility is that during the Qajarid era, both the epigraph and the tiles were renovated. 

One of the very religious Safavid monarchs was Shah Housain. Although he did so 

much for Esfahan, Shah Housain merely rebuilt the East fayade of the Talar, covering 

the floral decoration that had already been damaged in the earthquake with a geometric 

decoration on plaster. Therefore, it can be surmised that the epigraph tile over the Ali 

Qapu portal was renovated in Shah Housain' s period. 

During renovation of the Ali Qapu building, Galdieri wrote, "In actual fact, there are 

few epigraphs in Ali Qapu none of which, unfortunately, are of any use for purposes of 

43 Blake, "Half the World", p. 62. 
44 "A Chronicle of The Carmelites in Persia", vol. I ,p. 218. 
45 The Topkapi Saray (the Ottoman palace-fortress in Istanbul) constructed by Mehmed the Conqueror in 
883/1478. Blake, "Half the World", p. 62. Blake's reference is Honarfar's Ganjnameh, p. 416. 
46 -~4 uk J r-WI ~~ lil Ana madinatu '1_ 'Urn v 'Ali babu-hli. 
47 See Galdieri, "Esfahan: Ali Qapu", p. 153. 
48 Allameh Amini, "AI-Qadir", and Mir Hamed Housain, "Abghat al-Anvar", which was for the first time 
published in India, is totally related to this hadis (legend). 
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Fig. 108. Isfahan Ali Qapu, the propylaeum of main door tile inscription 

Fig. 109. Isfahan Ali Qapu. Detail of the propylaeum tile inscription, main door 
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a more certain dating of the early construction phases".49 Among these are four 

inscriptions, of which three are on the tile of the fa9ade of the fore building and on the 

large entrance door. The fourth one is painted on stucco, and perhaps unfinished. 50 One 

incomplete text is "on the outer filling of the spiral staircase, between the entrance and 

the West exit".51 Three of those, which are written in ink, date to the Safavid era. The 

first one states, "I do not know why he is more hostile to me", and is dated 3rd March -

1 st April 1623. The second one, which is also incomplete and is on the same filling, was 

written on 2nd May 1629. That date in May 1629 was shortly after the death of Shah 

Abbas 1. Probably the writer of the second incomplete inscription intended to write 

something about the Shah, started it before his death and abandoned it afterwards. The 

important inscription, which is engraved on the copper plates of the pool, has not 

previously been published. There is no date on it, but it is certainly after 1643. This date 

is the year the original building was built. 52 The 3-4-5-6 series of four inscriptions 

comprises four intelligible phrases and five abbreviations or marks. 53 Engraved is the 

list of the pieces of copper that were used for making the pool. The statistical weight is 

3 - twenty seven pieces, eighteen man.54 The 4 explains, from thirteen pieces, fifteen 

man, three caharyak. The 5 is from twenty-four pieces, twenty-four man and pangiih 

(fifty). The 6 is from fifteen pieces, twenty man.55 The copper pool is on the talar floor 

(Figs 110-111, 112-113). In all events, the large five-storey Ali Qapu was the result of 

several successive periods of building activity. The structure of the building as it stands 

at present is essentially the same as when it was completed in the period of Abbas II, in 

the year 1647. Through its entire history its original foundation is still uncertain. As 

noted earlier, Godard and Honarfar believed that the building had been built during a 

fifteenth-century Timurid period. On the other hand, Galdieri' s archaeological details 

49 Galdieri, "Esfahan: Ali Qapii", p. 149. 
50 During renovation of Ali Qapu building, Galdieri wrote, "We shall also deal with eleven short or very 
short graffiti found in the building, four of which are engraved on the pool lining on the Talar floor while 
the others are written in ink on the various walls". See Galdieri, "Esfahan: Ali Qapii", p. 149. 
51 Ibid 
52 ~)~ ~ WJI~ (.)4 4 I~ ~I~ na-mi-danam cira ba man 'adavat-i bistar darad va dar tarih-I sahr-i 
gumada al-avval-i sana-yi 1032. ~~.,.; 1038 ~ ~.J4-J1 u~.J ~ ... C:;).:i tarih ... 9 ramaian al-mubarak 
sana-yi 1038 nivista sud. See Galdieri. "Esfahan: Ali Qapii", p. 149. 
53 Galdieri, "Esfahan: Ali Qapii", p. 149. 
54 In accordance with the old Iranian measures, each man was 2/9696 kg. Another measurement, which 
was called man-e shah, is 5/9392. Probably in this case it is the former measure. For Iranian measures, see 
M. Adinfar, "Daertumaref-e zarin", p. 1009. . . 
55 The following Persian statements are from Galdieri : "3- (.)4 o~ ~.J~ Wi.\ J ~ bist-o haft parca 
higdah man. 4- .~~ .. :u~.Iu..u 0-0 o~jj~ ~.J~ o~~ jI az sizdah parca panzdah man, si caharyak. 5- .J~ ~ jl 
o~ (.)4 .J~ ~ ~.J~ az bist-o cahar paca, bist-o cahar man-i pangah. 6- ~.J~ ~ (.)4 ~ ~.J~ o~ jj~ jl 
az panzdah parca, hist man, si caharyak". See Galdieri, "Esfahan: Ali Qapii", p. 150. 
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Fig. 110. Isfahan Ali Qapu, the wooden taZar copper pond. 

Fig. 111. Isfahan Ali Qapu. The wooden taZar copper pond patches. 
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Fig. 112. Isfahan Ali Qapu. Close up of the copper bed-pond. 

Fig. 113. Isfahan Ali Qapu. Close up of the copper pond patches. 
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dispute that conclusion and suggest that Ali Qapu is an integral part of the Shah Abbas 

I's project at Naqsh-e Jahan. Not only Ali Qapu, but also at least a part of Chehel Sotun 

were developed during Abbas II's reign. 

From historical reports of travellers during Safavid era and from recent restoration notes 

by Galdieri, the · history of building has been described. The present interpretation 

assumes the centrality of the Naqshe Jahan Square in Safavid Isfahan's urban life. With 

the detailed description of the history of Ali Qapu, it is possible to surmise the history of 

other Safavid palace and pavilions such as Chehel Sotun and Hasht Behesht in the 

Royal palace. The wooden columns of Ali Qapu, its decorations and its influences from 

Persian and European arts, followed the style of the interior decorations and diversity of 

painting in Hasht Behesht and Chehel Sotun. 
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3. 2. Description of Isfahan Ali Qapu 

The name refers to the vaulted passageway at its centre which leads to the area that was 

the Safavid palace. Ali Qapu (literally meaning lofty gateway), facing the Maydan-e 

Shah (Imam Square) in Isfahan, contains halls for dancing, music and receptions (Fig. 

114).1 There were also rooms for royal meetings. As the palace gate, Ali Qapu also 

functioned as the major reception area, because the internal privacy of the actual palace 

buildings would have always been preserved. Ali Qapu was built by Shah Abbas I, and 

was the result of several successive building campaigns. The building itself, as it stands 

at present, was completed during the reign of Abbas II. It is a five-storey building, of 

which a two-storey part on the front is the base of the lalar (hall or chamber) (Fig. 115). 

The original construction existed as a massive parallelepiped measuring about 19x20m 

and about 13.00m in height. It seems that the front of Ali Qapu was used as the platform 

for the king to appear when he needed to give orders or speak for an audience and army 

generals, especially during the New Year's celebrations. From its entrance door the 

building faced the square, and from the rear it faced the garden and palace area (Figs 

116-117). This building has witnessed changes not just internally but also externally, 

where what began as a simple building of the King's portal was modified to become a 

five-storey palace administration. The reason for the longevity of Ali Qapu is its 

structural connection with Naqsh-e Jahan Square as the integral point of the entire 

architectural conlplex. Originally it was planned to be used for reception purposes. 

From the design of Naqsh-e Jahan Square and its facilities, especially the bazaar, there 

is no doubt that Shah Abbas's aim was to build a palace located in such a way that he 

could influence and control the market and the economy. The vast rectangular square 

was designed aimed the whole capital's needs for commerce as well as for formal 

receptions (Fig. 102). Consequently, the palace became an integral part of the square. 

The gate Ali Qapu, instead of being a simple access portal, thus became a royal box 

overlooking the Square.2 Its situation, and also the further developments of the arcades, 

with the creation of a second tier and the increase of the building, doubled its previous 

size. From its incipient stages, in the effluxion of time Ali Qapu developed over nearly 

half a century. 

I The name of the Square (Maydan Shah), changed to (Maydan-e Imam) after the revolution of 1979. 
2 Galdieri, "Esfahan Ali Qapu", p. 16. 
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Fig. 114. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The Shops and talar, view from the south-east.~ 
Fig. 115. Isfahan. Imperial Palace and Imperial Garden Retreats (after Stephen P. Blake, 

"Half the World: The social architecture ofSafavid Isfahan, 1590-1722". Map 5, p.59). T 
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Fig. 117. Isfahan city during Safavid era. (Mter Engelbert Kaempfer, 
"Am Hoofe des Persischen Gro{3onigs 1684-1685", p.193). '" 
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The grand square of Naqsh-e Jahan, in which Ali Qapu is located, was the principal 

square of Isfahan city during the Safavid period. The palace was located in the heart of 

the city, and was surrounded by all of the necessary facilities such as mosques and the 

bazaar. From the plan, it can be observed that the Ali Qapu building is different from 

other remaining Safavid buildings in Isfahan and the whole of Iran (Figs 118-119). The 

only part that has any similarity to Chehel Sotun is the wooden taZars. Both taZars were 

built during the reign of Abbas II. During the first stage, the Ali Qapu building was 

designed as a Naqsh-e Jahan Square block and its east fayade was flush with the 

internal wall of the Square's margin (Fig. 120). The eastern fayade is linked to shops in 

the Square (Figs 121-122). The north and the south fayades are broken into two tiers of 

arches and the west fayade aiwan opens to the interior passage (Figs 123-124, 125). In 

Abbas II's period the wooden taZar was added, which roughly corresponds to the central 

hall (Figs 126-127). As well as in the past, Ali Qapu in the present day is also in the 

heart of the shopping and business area of the modern and historical city of Isfahan. 

3.2.1. The palaces as described by historian and travellers. 

Monshi noted, "the five-storied royal palace, and private apartments decorated in gold 

and named Sarvestan [the cypress grove], Negarestan [the picture gallery], GoZdasta 

[the posy of roses], and the like; other five-storied buildings; reservoirs; the main 

avenue known as the Cahar Bag". 3 He frequently commented in the faith of Shah 

Abbas I, and wrote about his standing in the eyes of the Heavenly Architect, but it is 

uncertain when the name of this palace was first used.4 In his list of the buildings 

erected by Shah Abbas I, Monshi lists the dargah-e pan} tabaqa [the five-storied royal 

palace] without any distinguishing epithet. There is no indication as to the names of the 

Shah's architects. A decade after the construction of the building, Figueroa wrote that 

the back and upper floor belonged to a very fair chamber. Then he emphasised the 

furniture and wrote, 

"Extra fine carpets cover the whole floor ... As it is a high place, you can 
observe the whole town, as well as the royal orchards and gardens and the 
harems that are in them ... Both on the right side and on the left side of this 
chamber, there are eight little rooms about twelve or thirteen feet wide and 

3 Monshi, (T AAS), vol. I, p. 536. 
4 See Monshi, "TAAS", vol. II, p. 1038 
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Scale: 1.200 
Fig. 118. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Plan of ground floor, 
(after Zander, ed, Travaux, Fig. 1, p. 22. 
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Scale: 1.200 
Fig. 119. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Plan (after Travaux. Fig. 2, Ali Qapil. Plan du premier 
demi-etage intermediaire, au niveau de + 4. 70 m. Echelle 1: 200 (Plan of half-floor 

at measuring of + 4.70 m. Scale 1 :200). Redrawing by Ramin Dehgani . 

0\ ...... ...... 



~ 

N o 

Figs. 120-121. Isfahan. Ali Qapu at phase I. (After Galdieri. Esfahan Ali 
Qapu. Fig. 4, p.76.) The comer where palace and shops join, view from the 

South-east, photo by Ramin Dehgani, 2005. 
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Fig. 122. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Eastern fayade, elevation (after Zander, 
ed, Travaux, Fig. 11, p.158). 

Fig. 123. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Northern fayade, elevation (after Zander, 
ed., Travaux, Fig.12, p.159). 
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Fig. 124. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Soutern fayade, elevation (after Zander, 
ed. , Travaux, Fig. 14, p.161). 
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Fig. 125 . Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Western fayade, elevation (after Zander, 
ed., Travaux, Fig.13, p.160). 
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Fig. 126. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Plan, lalar and audience-hall level 
(after Zander, ed., Travaux, Fig.4a, p.150) . 
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Fig. 127. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Section (after Zander, 
ed., Travaux, Fig. 9, p.156.) 
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long ... so that the most valued women of the king could see from this place the 
feasts and exercises performed in the square". 5 

From Figueroa's description, it seems that he visited the talar, but in that period of time 

the talar was not large. A part was added to the talar during Abbas II's reign. The 

balcony was at that time without its roof and also without the wooden pillars. With 

regard to the balcony, Figueroa did not describe the wooden ceiling or the wooden 

columns because, as has been mentioned earlier, this part was developed during the 

period of Abbas II. Of the building itself, he indicated the chamber and the reason for 

making an upper chamber for the Shah's valued women. 

Della Valle arrived in Isfahan on 22 February 1617, and described, 

"The second notable thing I said I had seen is the first entrance to the royal palace, 
where the King is accustomed to receive ambassadors, entertain them, and have his 
banquets and reception. I say the rust entrance, because the palace where the King 
properly lives and dwells, following the custom of these eastern princes, is rarely visited 
or entered by anyone".6 

In his detailed description of the front of the royal palace, Figueroa n1ade Inention of 

dimensions; he wrote, "in length about six hundred and ninety paces of mine, and in 

breadth about two hundred and thirty".7 Della Valle's description is in general of the 

pavilions, gardens and Chahar Bagh Avenue, and the mosque and bazaar in Naqsh 

Jahan Square. He also wrote about the interior of the reception palace, making no 

mention of the talar. 

Although Della Valle in 1617 did not directly mention the name of Ali Qapu, he 

stressed the painted figures that adon1 the walls. On the other hand, Herbert wrote, 

"The King's palace, or Chonna-Potshaugh [the king house] ... [The King's 
Palace] conjoins it upon the West side, possessing a large space of ground 
backwards ... but juts not to the street further than the other buildings, which are 
uniform to the street, so as to passengers it gives not any bravery splendour ... 

5 roda dorada y cubierto el suelo de muy finas alhonbras [alfombras] ... De donde como parte tan 
eminente se descubre toda la ciudad, huertas y jardines reales, con los arams .. . a los lados de esta 
quadra ay ocho aposentos pequenos, quarto de cada parte, de a doze 0 treze pies de ancho y largo. 
Figueroa, "Comentarios", vol. 2, p. 29. For a full translation see Appendix. 
6 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", pp. 126-127. 
7 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", p. 123. (Naqshe Jahan Square is about seven times the size of St Mark's 
Square in Venice). 
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painted with blue and gold ... [the rooms as], arched, [and] enlightened by 
trellises ... [the painting was done with], red, white, blue, and gold, the sides 
painted with sports and landscape".8 

Herbert's description of Ali Qapu is based on his visit to Isfahan in 1628 and like Della 

Valle, he did not name the building but he called it the king's house. Herbert further 

described the building as "terraced above and garnished with a pharos [minaret] 

overtopping many mosques". 9 

The sporting paintings probably represented hunting grounds or areas for polo and other 

sports, which were perfonned frequently in the square in front of Ali Qapu. From 

Figueroa's and Herbert's descriptions, it seems that they saw the interior of Ali Qapu, 

but in comparison Della Valle's description of Ali Qapu is superficial, so it may be 

surmised that he saw only the exterior? The internal decoration of Ali Qapu mostly 

followed the traditional fonnat. The paintings and decorations frequently · underwent 

changes, as indeed did the structure, but after completion in the period of Abbas II the 

exterior shape has remained. 

In the Maydan, the Ali Qapu building remains as a symbol of the seventeenth-century 

palace architecture of Safavid design, which is evident from the front. "Like several 

other Safavid palaces, it was designed to be seen frontally or at an angle, not from 

behind". 10 For the second half of the seventeenth century, especially during the reigns of 

Shahs Abbas II and Solaiman, there are significant descriptions of the building and its 

paintings, but neither the Persians nor the Europeans make the slightest mention of the 

labourers and architects of the building in its earlier stages. Most frequently the 

travellers described the lofty buildings. Monshi also wrote about the five-storey 

building, but he did not describe anything inside the building or mention any names for 

that building and others around. Monshi reported the construction of the building but 

without any indication of the accurate date; he did not describe Ali Qapu itself. As a 

result of that, it may be considered probable that Monshi did not see inside the building, 

or that he simply did not include its architectural description in his commentary. Neither 

Monshi nor any other contemporary source has described the building entirely in its 

8 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", p. 128. 
9 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", p. 128. 
10 Hillenbrand, "Islamic Art and Architecture", p. 233. 
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earlier stages. Concerning the dimensions of the Square, Tavernier described it as 

follows: 

"The great Maydan then is a place about seven hundred paces long, and 
between two and three hundred broad. It has buildings upon all the four sides; it 
lyes in length directly north and south; The fronts are everyone portico'd, and 
terrase'd at the top ... From the King's Palace Gate to Holy's Gate live the 
Goldsmiths, Lapidaries, and Gravers of Stone for Seal ... Between Haly's Gate, 
and the other angle of the same western front, stands a great gate which leads 
into a bazaar, where all the Armenian that live at Zulfa [Julfa] keep their shops, 
and sell all sorts of cloth that comes out of Europe". 11 

Tavernier made six voyages to Persia. It is not clear to which one of Tavernier's travels 

this statement belongs. The businessmen in the bazaar were from different communities, 

such as Persian, Jewish and Armenian. Even the farmers of Isfahan used to sell herbs, 

fruit and victuals. 

Olearius visited Isfahan in 1637 during the period of Shah Safi. He described Ali Qapu 

as seen from the Maydan and noted, "called by the Persian, Alla-Capi ... there is a great 

square structure, which hath large windows on all sides, and we were told, that, within, 

it was Carv'd all over and Gilt".12 It seems he did not visit inside the building, because 

his descriptions are not precise. 13 In fact the Ali Qapu building had both small and large 

windows all around it, but it seems that Olearius observed the aiwans. and their 

decoration rather than the large windows. Visiting during Solaiman's period, Chardin 

wrote, 

"Over against the great portal of the palace is set a large May-pole an 
extraordinary height ... On the top of which upon solemn festivals and days of 
public rejoicing is fixed a Cup of Gold, which is a Prize to be won by the first 
among the Horsemen that can shoot it down with his BOW".14 

The pole in the centre of the square was used for sport and on festival days. Because of 

the Neqare khane (place of drum), which was located on the left side of Ali Qapu in the 

north, and opposite the Shah Mosque in the square, all the polo game and festivals were 

performed with the accompaniment of horns and drums. This could have been intended 

for the purpose of stimulating both the audience and the riders. 

II Tavernier, "The Persian Travels", book. IV , pp. 151-152. 
12 Olearius, "The Voyages and Travells of the Ambassadors", p. 220. 
13 Olearius' descriptions were usually precise because he speaks fluently Persian language. See Savagheb, 
"Tarikh Negari-e Asr-e Safavi-yeh v Shenakht-e Manabe v Makhaz", p. 259. 
14 Chardin, "The Coronation of Solyman III". p. 140. 
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De Bruin reached Isfahan in April 1703, during Shah Housain's reign, and described a, 

'market-place, no les than seven hundred and ten paces in length from east to west; and 

ill breadth, from north to south, two hundred and ten . .. The king was then seated on a 

lind of theatre or throne, which they call TaZaeZ [TaZar], over the gate of Ali-kapie [Ali 

Qapu]". 15 De Bruin's use of the term taZaeZ [taZar] refers to the balcony. It was the place 

from which the royal family could watch festivities and games in the square. The upper 

I1usic rooms were used for the reception of foreign ambassadors. 

2. 2. 2. The Palace 

~he formation and structure of the Ali Qapu building consisted of rooms and ceilings 

nade of carved and painted stucco composed of many small tiny domes fitted together 

ike the component niches in muqarnas [stalactite work]. From inside, the vaulted 

ceiling of the hall appears to be borne by arches (Figs 128-129, 130-131). These arches 

lave lateral supports bearing thin curved surfaces. The windows direct the light into the 

luilding, and all the rooms are provided with windows. The rooms open onto the hall. 

'""he windows have different shapes, and the lattice-windows, as well as admitting fresh 

ar, reflect light into the building (Figs 132-133, 134-135, 136-137). On each side of the 

luilding there are windows and aiwans. Facing the palace garden area, each storey has 

m aiwan, but the upper floor has two aiwans. The building' s Inain door is opposite the 

lliaikh Lutfula mosque, and in the Safavid era it was one of the tallest building of the 

s:J.uare; from the windows the entire area of the gardens and city on each side was 

,isible. This five-storey palace is one of the buildings which were integral to the square 

fig. 138). Flanking the passageway are two storeys of smaller rooms. Surmounting it is 

a1 open portico, or taZar, with a roof supported by eighteen wooden columns (Figs 126, 

139). This palace was the result of several successive building campaigns. It has a 

~cond name, which in the Persian language was DauZat Khaneh-e Mobarakeye 

laghsh-e Jahan or the Ghasre DauZat Khaneh (DauZat Khaneh Palace). 

:r'-ext to the maIn doorway there is a large hall, which was probably used as a 

glardroom. From the right and left comers of the hall, due to the acoustic of the 

a·chitectural system, one's voice can be heard in other comer. If someone talks very 

I ~De Bruin, "Voyages de Corneille Le Brun", vol. II, pp. 274-275. 
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Fig. 128. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. A window and wall painting on the vaulted ceiling of the 
audience hall 

Fig. 129. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Wall paintings on the vaulted ceiling of the audience hall, 
and its windows 
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Fig. 130. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Wall painting on the vaulted ceiling of the audience hall 

Fig. 131. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Wall paintings on the vaulted ceiling of the audience hall, close-up 
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Fig. 132. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Turret, interior windows 

Fig. 133 . Isfahan. Ali Qapu. aiwans and exterior windows, view from rear of the building 
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Figs. 134-135. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. First mezzanine, window opening onto the audience hall 
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Figs. 136-137. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Exterior view of lattice-window, and view from wooden~talar. 
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Fig. 138. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Plan, fifth floor (after Zander, 
ed., Travaux, Fig. 7, p.154). 
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Fig. 139. Isfahan. Ali Qapu . Plan, first mezzanine (after Zander, 
ed ., Travaux, Fig. 5, p . 152). 
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slowly in one comer, another person can clearly hear the voice in the other comer. 

Probably the transmission occurs via the holes or canals between the walls. At present 

this is demonstrated for the enjoyment of visitors, but probably this technique was used 

from the main door to the upper rooms, probably for security and emergency situations. 

A few metres past the main entrance hall there is another door, which, with the staircase 

behind it leads to the upper rooms in building (Figs 140-141). Those rooms are not very 

large. They are painted in different manners. The miniature paintings inside, especially 

in the lalar area, depict women's figures in both Persian and European manners (Figs 

142-143, 144-145). The ceiling and the wall paintings are in the naturalistic style of the 

gardens around the palace. The birds and wreaths are commonly worked in the Old 

Persian style of painting (Figs 146, 147-148). The niche and soffit are also painted in a 

traditional style (Figs 149-150, 151-152). However, at the present time the major part of 

the painting of the niches and soffit are covered by fresco painting. The internal wall 

Persian-style painting was the work of Reza Abbassi, the Safavid court painter in Shah 

Abbas I's period. The Sols-e Jouli calligraphy on Qazvin's Ali Qapu Gateway entrance 

arch is the \vork of Ali Reza Abbasi. It seems that he had a long life, but probably there 

were three artists during the Safavid period with the same name. Expert chroniclers 

display some confusion between Agha Reza, Reza Abbasi and Ali Reza Abbasi. 16 

There are birds, animal figures and floral motifs painted in the Ali Qapu buildings. 

These paintings are by Reza Abbasi. His painting style was inspired by trees and foliage 

from the garden around the palace. However, the style of the wall paintings from the 

Safavid period in the seventeenth century, not done in the traditional way of Isfahan, is 

indebted to the European manner, both in terms of the quantity and quality of the 

artwork. 17 It is clear that the artwork that is executed in the traditional seventeenth-

century style and can be identified with Reza Abbasi, because of their similarity to 

valuable miniature paintings, known work of Reza Abbasi, seen in the Safavid palaces 

at Isfahan. In these paintings, according to Eleanor, "European influences ... are evident 

16 See Haghighat, "Tarikh-e honarhay-e meli v honarmandan-e Irani", p. 459. 
17 Shah Abbas sent van Hasselt one of his palace painters to the Netherlands as his agent in 1628. 
European artists painted Isfahan and the Caspian Sea palaces. Most of the wall paintings of the All 
Saviour's Cathedral in Julfa have been ascribed stylistically to artists of the Italio-Flemish schools. More 
specifically, there is a close resemblance between many of them and Christoffel van Sichem's engraved 
illustrations to the first Armenian bible. See Floor, "Dutch painting in Iran during the first half of the 17 th 
century", pp. 147-148. 
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Fig. 142. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Painting on the veranda of the doorway between wooden 
talar and audience hall, view from north side. (Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 143. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Painting on the veranda of the doorway between wooden talar 
and audience hall, view from south side. (Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 144. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Painting on the veranda of the doorway between wooden 
talar and audience hall, close-up of the face, view from north side. 

Fig. 145. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Painting on the veranda of the doorway between wooden 
talar and audience hall, close-up of the face, view from south side. 
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Fig. 146. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Audience hal1, the ceiling painting. (Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 147. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Soffit painting 

Fig. 148. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Soffit painting, close-up 
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Fig. 149. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Audience hall, niche painting ... 
.... Fig. 150. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Audience hall, soffit painting. 
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Fig. 151. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Audience hall, niche painting. 
~Fig. 152. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Audience hall, painting. 'Y 



in the adaptation of European pictorial concerns to what appear to be purely Persian 

purposes within a traditionally Persian medium of expression". 18 Jabiri Ansari attributes 

a passage to the Tarikh-e Alam Ara-ye Abbaai, claiming that in the year 1020-

102111611-1612 Shah Abbas I spent 500 tumans to decorate the Ali Qaprr. 19 In the early 

seventeenth century, this would have been a significant amount to spend on art. One 

must remember that the palace area was vast and that Shah Abbas constructed many 

buildings in Isfahan. The arts foundation grant probably continued its terms through to 

the reign of Shah Housain. 

As noted earlier, the present place in which Ali Qapu is located is known as the Bag-e 

Naqs-e Jahan. Its history before the Safavid period is obscure. The history of the 

building is closely tied with the history of the Safavids' Isfahan. In its initial design it 

was unequivocally an integral part of the Maydan plan. The building's construction took 

place in different stages. It was erected in the course of construction work on the square 

for the purpose of creating the entrance atrium to the Royal Palace buildings, which 

were located in gardens, and the wall surrounded it. Of those buildings, such as the 

harem, Talar Tavila, and kitchens, nothing remains. 

The second phase of construction was the result of a decision which changed the shape 

of the building. "The decision to effect the first important modification of the original 

building was taken in conjunction with another more spectacular and no less drastic 

decision".2o It seems that this operation, which led to the extension of the arcades of the 

Maydan, added another storey to the building, which consequently created a tier of 

aiwan on the second floor. That operation reduced the overall open area of the square by 

nearly 4,000 square meters. On the other hand it added fresh architectural dignity and a 

more definite functionality to the whole complex. The third phase of construction 

concerned the top floor, which included more architectural developments, and is called 

the music room. The foundations of the original modest building must have been very 

solid to have supported the additions, almost without damage. Probably Shah Abbas I 

and his advisers and architects planned for a more elaborate building, for completion in 

the long term. All the extra floors and additions took place over a period of seventy to 

18 Eleanor, "Late Safavid Painting", p. 408 
19 See Babaie, "Safavid Palaces at Isfahan", p. 126. 
20 Galdieri, "Esfahan Ali Qapu", p. 15. 
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one hundred years.21 The completion phase of the building occurred in Abbas II's 

period. As noted before, originally conceived as a two-storey gateway, the building 

grew to a five-storey tower (Fig. 153). The Safavid architects' considerations focused 

on Ali Qapu for the activities and institutions of the capital. The vast bounded square 

was the site of spectacular imperial spectator sports such as horse-racing, polo, mock 

battles, military parades, and fireworks displays and ambassadors' receptions. It can 

therefore be presumed that the a building of lofty design was in Shah Abbas 1's mind, 

and he planned to construct a building over the long tenn to be a watchtower over the 

central square of the capital Isfahan and over the entire country's economy. 
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Fig. 153. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Five phases of the construction of the building (after Galdieri, 26). 

The wooden part, which covers the eastern veranda of the building, is an important 

structure in the architecture of this palace, and it is visible from the square (Figs 105, 

114). Probably it is one of the earliest wooden Safavid buildings, with its design of 

column, beam, truss and connection elements (Figs 154-155). In the domestic 

architecture of Persia, the use of wood as a building material has a long history, but its 

use in the construction of large wooden buildings came into practice during the Safavid 

period. One must remember that the use of wood in Persian architecture dates back to 

long before the Safavid period. However, in the seventeenth century it was extensively 

used in Isfahan. It seems that in the period of Shah Abbas II, wood was more frequently 

used for palace buildings such as the Ali Qapu and Chehel Sotun buildings. The main 

21 See Galdieri, "Esfahan Ali Qapu", pp. 15-16, 19. 
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Fig. 154. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The wooden beam under the step, on the ftrst floor 

Fig. 155. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Base of the wooden column on the wooden beam, in the talar 
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part of the Ali Qapu palace is made of masonry materials, but the wooden part 

comprises the columns and ceiling of the talar, which are decorated by small pieces of. 

gilt (Figs 156, 157-158). At the time of this research, the wooden ceiling decoration of 

talar was under renovation (Figs 159-160). The wooden part, which covers the eastern 

veranda, comprises eighteen columns with a height of 10.5 m (Fig. 161). The columns 

are octagonal in cross-section with a diameter of 0.5 m at the base, decreasing to 0.3 m 

at the top (Figs 162-163). As has been noted earlier, the building was completed in three 

phases. The first part erected appears to have been the central five-storeyed part, with its 

vaulted passage and upper reception chamber. Of the earlier building there are no traces. 

De Bruin described all the buildings of Isfahan and he noted that they "are gray, with 

platforms or terraces at top".22 Probably the lofty buildings which were designed by 

Shah Abbas I, which in the early seventeenth century comprised only a few buildings, 

later continued their construction through to the end of the Safavid dynasty. Travellers 

described the square, Royal Piazza or Maydan in which Ali Qapu is located, more 

frequently than the inside of the Ali Qapu buildings. More than simply being for palace 

administration, Ali Qapu with its aiwans and their decoration was the royal family 

loggia designed external for enjoyment (Figs 164-165). From the talar or balcony, the 

King and his preferred women observed games such as polo in progress, whose players 

wore colourful coats and rich plumed turbans which were the Safavid fashion of that 

period (Figs 166-167). Polo is a stimulating sport, especially making a brave show and 

with racers like military soldiers on the battlefield. Probably in that period of tilne, 

during which Shah Abbas was frequently at war with the Ottomans and Uzbeks, sports 

in the Maydan stimulated the king and resolved him and his soldiers towards war 

against enemies. 

Ali Qapu, with its many small rooms, admirably served the need for office space for the 

Safavid administration of the seventeenth century. The rooms are arched and with 

trellises, embossed with stalactite work and painted with red, white, blue and gold. The 

audience hall rooms, and also the first and second storeys, are reached via spiral stairs 

from the back of the ground floor. On both sides of the central room, which is a 

crucifonn shape, seven rooms of different sizes occupy the space, but also there are two 

22 De Bruin, "Voyages de Comeille Le Brun", vol. I, p. 191. 
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Fig. 156. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Conjunction of the ceiling beams, column capital and their 
decoration, in the talar. (Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 157. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The wooden ceiling of the talar 

Fig. 158. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The edge of the talar ceiling where it meets the wall 
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Fig. 159. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Wooden ceiling of the talar under renovation 

Fig. 160. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Wooden ceiling of the talar under renovation (close-up) 
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Fig. 161. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Columns, view from copper pool. (Photo by 
Daria Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 162. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Moqarnas capital of the wooden talar 

Fig. 163. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Moqarnas capital of the wooden talar (c1ose- up) 
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Fig. 164. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Ivan of fifth floor, view from rear of the building 

Fig. 165. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Aiwan of fourth floor, view from rear of the building 
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Fig. 166. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Neqareh khaneh in the north of the square, view from the 
Ali Qapu talar 

Fig. 167. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Shah Mosque in the south of the square, view from the 
Ali Qapu talar 
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rooms on the east, with pointed arches enclosing windows. Certainly the interior of Ali 

Qapu with its paintings and decorations is enchanting, if rather whimsical. Most of the 

rooms are homely. What is visible today of this seventeenth-century building gives, at 

any rate, some impression of their original appearance. Wall paintings with landscapes 

and hunting scenes demonstrate Persian miniatures of the time. Travellers during the 

Safavid era have mentioned that the floors were covered with carpets of silk and gold. 

Today the floors are bare. The colours are soft and there are small patterns. At present, 

the walls and niches are covered by fresco paintings. In the olden times they suggested 

printed cotton or painted wallpaper. In the uppers rooms, in contrast, are figure painting 

compositions that are quite different from those described by the travellers. The 

defining architectural element of the new capital Isfahan in the Safavid period was Ali 

Qapu. It was a structure of integrated space, with a breathtaking square composition, 

1,670 feet long and 520 feet wide. The talar is here again a huge reception hall capable 

of holding two hundred or more courtiers and commands.23 In fact, the tillar is capable 

of holding a large number of courtiers, but only during Shah Abbas's period. In that 

period, the inside of buildings traditionally did not contain tables, chairs and bulky 

furniture . To anyone who was accustomed to European Mannerist wall painting, Persian 

figure and miniature wall paintings evidently seemed incompetent. Accordingly, 

European travellers, among them Della Valle, described them in these words: "The 

figures, although painted in subtle colours, are all very badly drawn".24 Administrative 

rooms for the functions that were held below were on the second floor. The hall door 

was linked to the wooden talar (Fig. 168). The wooden talar pool is in front of the hall 

door and the drain around the copper pool was constructed from marble (Figs 169, 170-

171). At the time of this research, the north side of the wooden talar was closed to the 

public because it was under renovation. The main problem for the wooden talar at the 

present time is termites, which jeopardise the wooden structure (Figs 172-173). From 

the old photographs it seems that the north side of talar was damaged during the Qajar 

period. The photographs taken by Holtzer at different times show the roof with its decay 

(Figs 174-175). In the Qajar period Naqsh-e Jahan Square was also without decoration, 

and also without a pool or grass (Fig. 176). 

23 Pope, "Persian Architecture", p. 226. 
24 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", p. 127. 
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Fig. 168. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The door of the hall, view from the talar 
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Fig. 169. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Copper pool in the talar, view from the south. (photo by Daria Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 170. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Marble drain around the copper pool in the talar. View 
from the south 

Fig. 171. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Marble drain around the copper pool in the talar. View from the top 
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Fig. 172. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The ceiling of the talar, the area which is jeopardised by 
termites 

Fig. 173. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The ceiling of the talar, the area whichjeopardised by 
termites 
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Fig. 174. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The north wing 's damaged roof (photo: Holtzer, "Persien Vor 113 
lahren". Qajar period, 1863). 

Fig. 175. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The north wing's damaged roof (photo: Holtzer, "Persien Vor 113 
lahren". Qajar period, 1863). 
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Fig. 176. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Naqsh-e lahan Square, view from the South-west. (Photo: Holtzer, 
"Persien Vor 113 lahren". Qajar period, 1863) 

The half-floor below the talar was also inaccessible at the time of this research because 

of the ongoing renovations (Fig. 177). Water for the pool came froin a small building 

which was in the north wing of the bazaar (Figs 123, 178). That small building was used 

for supplying water to the building and also to the pool (Fig. 179). "It reaches a height 

of about + 12.00 and consists basically of two superimposed vaulted rooms".25 The 

large water-collection basin was made of masonry and black mortar. The important 

water intake and in general the decorative elements of pool and fountains as seen in the 

Ali Qapu building were frequently used in other Safavid buildings, such as Chehel 

Sotun and Hasht Behesht in Isfahan and also buildings by the Caspian Sea. In Isfahan's 

Ali Qapu, the pool is in the centre of the terrace on the talar floor, but in Ashraf 

[Behshahr] on the Caspian Sea water circulation is an important part of the construction 

of Safavid buildings. The Cheshmeh Emarat pavilion has water rotation and small pools 

25 Galdieri, "Esfahan Ali Qapu", p. 26. 
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Fig. 177. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Plan, half-floor below the talar 
(after Zander, ed., Travaux, Fig. 3, p.149). 

~Fig. l78. Isfahan. Ali Qapll. The water tower, 
isometric view( after Galdieri, Esfahan: 

Ali Qapu, Fig. 26a, p. 86). 
T Fig. 179. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Axonometric 

projection(after Zander, ed., Travaux, 
p. 134). 
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on its upper floor. When the function changed and the Ali Qapu building became a 

reception hall, water was introduced into its architectural and decorative aspects.26 

Another important part of the Ali Qapu building is the top floor, which is called the 

music room. All around are niches of moulded stucco in the shapes of various porcelain 

objects, delicately painted. These objects are well designed and are seen in different 

forms (Figs 180-181, 182-183, 184-185). The room's acoustics were determined by the 

form of the architectural design for purifying the sound of the musical instruments 

which were played in the room. The purpose of this room, with its decorations and 

painting, was the entertainment of the Shah's moqarebs and foreign ambassadors. At 

the rear of the building, facing the gardens, the aiwans were also decorated with these 

objects, and were visible from the garden (Fig. 164). 

The walls of the lower rooms of the palace are painted with scenes of trees, animals and 

birds in landscape and floral designs and there are faded decorations, mostly miniature 

paintings, which look almost like antique rugs. The walls, especially those of the rooms 

around the music room, are adorned with pictures, which are based on Persian fiction 

and youthful entertainments. In fact the largest figures are on the north and south of the 

verandas, and are visible in the wooden talar in front of the copper pool. The north side 

of the wooden talar veranda has a figure in European costume, whereas the figure on 

the south side wears Persian costume (Figs 142-143, 144-145). The roof of the Talar 

cover is metallic (Figs 186-187). In the conjunction of the columns and ceiling there are 

wooden moqarnas (stalactite work), which originally had shiny decorations. At present 

there are only wooden moqarnas (Figs 163-164). During the Safavid era there were 

several palaces and pavilions which had large talars and belonged to the king and to the 

rich people of Isfahan. The front of those pavilions consisted of a large hall. The typical 

features of the talar were entirely oriental, with wooden columns built from plane-tree 

timber. The columns had decor and adornments, as did the wooden ceiling of the talar. 

Eighteen wooden columns supported the roof of the talar. The decorated wooden 

26 The original construction of the pool and its later increase in height when the terrace was roofed in 
entailed the construction of a series of rooms and a complicated pipe system to supply the three Favareh 
(fountain) or central jets. In its definitive fonn, achieved about the time of Shah Solaiman (1077-
1105/1667-1694), the water supply system was constructed in the following way: The water was drawn 
from a well dug over an underground canal (not a qanat or underground water channel but a proper brick 
and black lime conduit built for the purpose) and delivered to the large pool on the second floor of the 
water-tower. See Galdieri, "Esfahan Ali Qapu", pp. 65-66. 
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Fig. 180. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Stucco decoration, music room, fifth floor 

Fig. 181. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The star and objects decoration, music room, fifth floor 
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Fig. 182. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The objects decoration, music room, flfth Floor 

Fig. 183. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The objects decoration, music room, fifth floor 
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Fig. 184. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The objects decoration, music room, fifth floor 

Fig. 185. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The objects decoration, music room, fifth floor 
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Fig. 186. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. South side of the wooden talar roof. View from the west. T 
~Fig. 187. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. North side of the wooden talar roof. 

View from the south-west. 



ceiling, along with the moqarnas, columns and copper pool, is picturesque. It gave an 

excellent perspective onto the Maydan, which was visible from the balcony and was 

used for royal family sport and observation of festivities. The Maydan itself was 

frequently changed and modernised, but the buildings have retained their original 

shapes (Figs 188-189). On the rear side, the western aiwan has a spacious view of the 

palace gardens. Inside the building there are two spiral staircases, with edgings of wood 

and risers and treads decorated with floral-patterned tiles, mostly in yellow, blue, white 

and light green (Fig. 190). The tiles around the steps on each floor have different flower 

shapes and designs. Some of them have yellow backgrounds (Figs 191-192), but mostly 

they have a combination of blue, yellow and white (Figs 193-194, 195-196, 197-198). 

However, on some of the tile the colours include brown and light blue (Figs 199-200). 

The other spiral staircases are undecorated. Probably the servants used these 

undecorated staircases (Figs 201-202). They were most likely connected with services 

such as preparation and delivery of food, coffee or drink when these items were 

requested from the talar. 

From the commencement of consttuction to the present, the Ali Qapu staircase structure 

changed occasionally, especially in the staircase on the south side of the building. At 

present flights of stairs occupy the spaces between every two rooms. In most of the 

rooms there are fireplaces, which are located on the innermost wall. The fireplaces are 

shaped like small domes (Fig. 203). With the candlelight and warm ambience in the 

rooms, these fireplaces could be reminiscent of the showy domes of the Shah and 

Shaikh Lutfula mosques. Both the fireplaces for the winter season and also the windows 

for the summer months were practical for Isfahan's climate. There are also reticular 

windows in the talar and around the building. Ali Qapu, in common with other Persian 

traditional houses, had no special spaces set aside for bedrooms or dining room; there 

was no furniture or even tables for food serving. However, mostly expensive rugs and 

wall decorations, with plates made of gold or silver, samovars for hot water and coffee 

cups, glass vessels on shelves along the wall, and also golden candlesticks were found 

in the houses. Curtains, cushions to lean on, together with the carpets, comprised the 

furniture. What most strikes the eye about the Ali Qapu building is its simplicity; also it 

is noticeable that its shape is different from the other buildings in the Naqsh-e Jahan 

Square. The shining tiles of the Shah's mosque contrast with Ali Qapu's simple shape. 

Ali Qapu is pleasing to the eye because it faces the mosque building of Shaikh Lutfula, 
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Fig. 188. Isfahan. Shah Square. View from the north (after Bruin. "Voyages de 
Comeille Le BlUin" , vo1.1 , p.197, Apri11703) . 

Fig. 189. Isfahan. Shah Square. View from the north, on the roof of Neqare khaneh. 
Reprinted from Honarfar Ganjnameh. 
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Fig. 190. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Step riser tiles, view from the first floor. (Photo by 
Dario Mazda, 2005.). 
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Fig. 191. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The yellow tiles with flower design on the tread of step 

Fig. 192. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. Close-up of a tile with flower design on the tread of step 
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Fig. 193. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The tiles of the step riser 

Fig. 194. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The tiles of the step riser 
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Fig. 195. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The flower tiles of the step, in light blue, white, yellow 
and brown colours 

Fig. 196. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The flower tiles of the step, in white, blue, yellow 
and brown colours 
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Fig. 197. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The yellow flowers of a stap's tread 

Fig. 198. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The white flowers of a step's tread 
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Fig. 199. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The tiles with brown-coloured background 

Fig. 200. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The tiles with a cross design on a step 's tread. 
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Fig. 201. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The spiral stairs without tile decoration 

Fig. 202. Isfahan. Ali Qapu. The staircase with remains of paintings on its walls 

175 



Fig. 203. Isfahan Ali Qapu. Fireplace in flrst-floor room, (photo by Dario 
Mazda, 2005.) 
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and also because of its simple shape. More poetically, it can be called the Sufi 

monarch's cloister of the seventeenth century, from which the monarch, drinking a cup 

of snow-chilled Shiraz wine with his courtiers on the balcony, could enjoy observing 

the dances and the sport games. 
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3. 3. Isfahan's Chehel Sotun: History, Description and Archaeological Evidence 

Construction of the Chehel Sotun Palace started during the reign of Shah Abbas I and 

was completed during the reign of Shah Abbas II (Figs 204-205). There is no accurate 

date of construction, but "in the course of restoration carried out in 1948 an inscription 

was found recording its completion in 1647 under Abbas II". I The contemporary 

Safavid historian Monshi has left detailed descriptions of a building, which probably 

refer to Chehel Sotun. With regard to a festival, he noted, "The area around the pool 

was reserved for the use of the viziers and other officers of state, and for moqarrabs of 

the court '" In front of each group's plot of ground a pavilion was erected; carpenters 

and engineers exerted their skill to fashion different designs and all were decked with 

lights".2 

Even though Monshi did not gIve the structure any particular name, from the 

archaeological evidence of the existing Maydan, pool and garden, his description is . 

probably related to the Chehel Sotun pool. On the basis of that description, the 

construction of Chehel Sotun would have began during the reign of Shah Abbas I and 

continued to the reign of Abbas II. Monshi reported that the New Year celebrations in 

the year 101 7/1608-09 were held around a water channel in the garden with a large 

pool. "A strearrl that runs through the middle of the park feeds a huge pool as big as a 

small lake". 3 From Monshi' s reports it is not clear whether this is the pool of Chehel 

Sotun or another large pool of the harem area. 

Chardin, who lived in Isfahan for ten years as a King's palace jeweller, noted that 

"[Shah Solailnan's] second coronation was solemniz'd in the great Hall, called Tshehel 

Setoon [Chehel Sotun] or the hall \vith forty pillars".4 With regard to palace buildings 

he wrote, 

"This [Harem] is that Part of the Royal Palace, where the Women are kept, and 
which the Turks call Seraglio, the Access whereof is forbid to all Mankind, 
except the Sovereign ... he commanded two officers to show me the palace: . 

I Blunt, "Isfahan pearl of Persia" , p. 133. 
2 Monshi, "TAAS", vol. II, p. 977. 
3 Monshi, "TAAS", vol. II, p. 977. 
4 Chard in, "The Coronation of Solyman III", p.132. 
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Fig. 204. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Talar and pool (photo: Holtzer, "Persien 
Vor 113 Jahren". Qajar period, 1863). 

Fig. 205. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. TaZar, view from the south-east (photo: Holtzer, 
"Persien Vor 113 Jahren". Qajar period, 1863) 
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They were about finishing the Structure thereof: Two hundred workman were 
still employ'd continually about it, but it was easie [sic] to discover that it would 
be one of the finest Edifices of Isfahan. According to the Computation of the 
Architects, it was to cost but Four hundred thousand Livres, but I have since 
been inform' d, that it cost a great deal more. I speak only of that is inhabited by 
the Men, for the other part, which is the Apartment of the Women, cost still 
more, being larger, and more magnificent".5 

The earlier European travellers such as Della Valle and Figueroa did not describe or 

used the name of Chehel Sotun. Neither European nor Persian sources refer specifically 

to any of the buildings in the Maydan or Shah Square which could be connected to 

Chehel Sotun when its construction began. Chardin' s description is more accurate 

because as a jeweller he frequently went to the palace area, especially to the Harem. 

However, in Solaiman's period Chard in visited the seraglio because a princess wife had 

in mind to buy some jewels from him. On that occasion he was accompanied by the 

royal pontiff. He mentioned, "this Lord having, with Pleasure, look'd over Piece by 

Piece, all the Jewels and carried them himself to the Princess, his Wife, in the 

Seraglio".6 It has often been stated by European travellers, among them Chardin, that 

the Safavid kings had 300 palaces just in the city of Isfahan. Chardin gave the 

explanation that the King had 300 houses, but the names of these houses are not 

sufficiently definite to adequately identify them. 

In January 1706 during Shah Housain's reign, the Chehel Sotun hall suddenly caught 

fire and the building was badly damaged. The Carmelites reported that in a short space 

of time the fire completely burnt out the whole of that immense hall. The Carmelites 

noted, 

"The many people who had run there with water, of which there was no lack 
there, being able in any way to extinguish the conflagration or save anything 
from the hall ... Considering the conflagration, as according to some the Shah 
himself testified with his own mouth: and it might in all piety be said that this 
was the judgment of God ... Chehel Sotun palace of the Forty Columns in the 
Chahar Bagh at Isfahan, which had been erected by Abbas I and greater 
misfortune still, of the paintings sent as gift from Europe or specially done, 
including all the collection formed by that dilettante, Abbas II, which today 
would have doubt1es~ been of immense artistic and pecuniary value: writers on 
architecture of the Safawi [Safavid] period may take note of this authentic and 
precise dating of the existing Chihil Situn [Chehel Sotun]".7 

5 Chardin, "Sir John Chardin's Travels in Persia", pp. 53, 80. 
6 Chard in, "Sir John Chardin's Travels in Persia", p. 80. 
7 "A Chronicle of the Cannelites in Persia", vol. I, p. 473. 
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From different Carmelite reports it seems that during the reign of Shah Housain the fire 

occurred during the night of 12 January, when the King was with his grandees at a 

sumptuous supper. The fire in the palace burnt pictures and destroyed paintings. Among 

those pictures, (according to the Carmelite Father Peter Martyr, a Dominican), were 

both profane and sacred images. Those pictures, especially two large ones of the 

Assumptions of the Blessed Virgin and Saint Dominic, had been bought to be presented 

as gifts for the Dominican church. Chehel Sotun was built in one campaign. After its 

completion, there is no evidence that can indicate any kind of changes or renovations in 

the Safavid era. The only report about change, coming from the Catholic Carmelites, 

indicated that the lalar, which was burnt in the fire of 1607 was renovated in the same 

year. As was the case with Ali Qapu, Chehel Sotun was also described by European 

travellers, but once again none of them gave a precise date for the building's 

completion. 

It is not easy to prove accurate dates of Persian architecture, because of its deep-rooted 

conservatism and its readiness to transform familiar elements by giving them unfamiliar 

contexts. Because Chehel Sotun has survived the centuries, it has received much 

attention, with efforts made both to conserve and to transform its form. The King paid 

the annual sum of "three hundred Tomans to maintain the gardens [of palace area]".8 

From the report by Monshi, and also those of European travellers, it seems that the 

garden in which Chehel Sotun is located is the original. Among all of the Safavid 

gardens, bagh-e Jazayer khane and Farash khane, which was in front of Chehel Sotun, 

has an area of 36 jerib (acre) and the garden next to Chehel Sotun khayat-khane 12 

jerib.9 The largest garden was called Hezar Jerib or Bagh-e Abbasabad. 10 Della Valle 

saw those gardens in Isfahan and noted, 

8 De Bruin, "Voyages de Corneille Ie Bruin",vol. I, p. 197. 
9 The name and the size of the Safavid gardens in Isfahan was: (Ba-damestan Garden 24 Jerib, Kejaveh 
Garden, 45 jerib, Khargah or khaymeh-gah Garden 34 jerib, Takht Garden 40 jerib, Kaj in chahar bagh 
30 jerib, Baba Amir 30 jerib, Top-khane and Asgar Garden 40 jerib, Nastaran Garden, Tavous-khane, 
pahlavan Housain, Albalo Garden, Amoo Taher Garden, Fathabad, Goldasteh, Salehabad, Nazar, 
Abbasabad, Zereshk, (80 jerib) Qourchi bashi olya and qourchi bashi sofia, qarchai-khan, toshamal 
bashi Garden, daroghe garden, Divan begi Garden, tolang-chi Agasi Garden, charkhab Garden, 
gholaman-e matbakh Garden, Etemadu- dule garden, Mir akhour Garden, Mehrdar Garden, Nazer 
Garden, Jelodar Garden, Kolah Shah Garden, Sepah-salar Garden, Baharestan Garden, Jousharan 
Garden, kal-Anayat Garden and Qosh-khane garden (64 jerib . See Honarfar, "Honar v Mardom", p. 10. 
10 The University of Isfahan is built in the historical Hezar Jerib garden. One of the remaining garden 
towers is at present visible in the new building area of the University campus. Honarfar, "Honar v 
Mardom", p. 11 . 
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"The avenue finally comes to an end in a huge garden known as Hazar gerib 
Uerib] , namely Thousand gerib, gerib being a measure of land, of which the 
garden contains a thousand. The garden only has trees thick with fruit, planted 
regularly in rows and quite short, with very spreading branches, so that the fruit 
can be gathered by hand from someone on foot or riding a horse. And they are 
distinguished and divided off from each other in large squares: namely one just 
with figs, another filled with peaches, and so forth with all the rest. These 
gardens are the King's; but they are kept public for whoever wishes to use them; 
and the quantity of fruit is so great that there is enough in abundance for all the 
people in the city, who often go to walk there. Running through the gardens are 
alleys stretching on all sides as far as the eye can see; some, along the length of 
the avenue, lined with cypresses". 11 

The garden around Chehel Sotun has remained largely unchanged to the present day. 

From Monshi' s report it is clear that Chehel Sotun held ceremonial functions, especially 

because of the existence of the audience hall. Chehel Sotun was actually described by 

European travellers to Isfahan in the first half of the seventeenth century. Isfahan's 

Chehel Sotun, as well as Qazvin' s Chehel Sotun, were historically described by Persian 

poets, but a great deal of information is available about Chehel Sotun, Ali Qapu, Hasht 

Behesht, Naqsh-e Jahan Square, and gardens, for they were described by many foreign 

travellers during the course of the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries. 

Most of the Europeans who lived in Isfahan mentioned that the Chehel Sotun columns 

were of wood, painted and gilded, and the hall was large. During the reign of Shah 

Housain it seems that it was decorated with many figures and also adorned with flowers. 

Describing further the interior decorations, the Dutch painter De Bruin noted, "From 

thence you go into the hall of Tiel-Setton [Chehel Sotun], or of the forty pillars, where 

the King usually gave audience to foreign ministers, twenty of these columns are of 

wood painted and gilt ... You here [at Chehel Sotun] see also some figures of European, 

dressed after the Spanish manner",12 European descriptions can be used to clarify the 

history of the palace paintings and the European style from Abbas I to another Safavid 

monarch, but mostly they did not mention the history of the Persian paintings nor, in 

general, the art movement in the Safavid era. In fact, Persian palaces during the reign of 

Tahrnasp I have a long history of wall decoration. As has been mentioned earlier, many 

of the Persian artists went from Herat to Ismail 1's capital, Tabriz. From Tabriz, many 

11 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", pp. 125-126. 
12 De Bruin, "Voyages de Corneille Ie Brun",vol. I, p. 196. 
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artists once again went to Tahmasp' s capital, Qazvin. At the beginning of the Safavids' 

rule, there was a strong similarity between the arts of the Timurid and Safavid periods. 

When Abbas I transferred his capital from Qazvin to Isfahan, many of the artists 

travelled to Isfahan. There were several sources of employment for Persian artists, 

including the interest of Ismail I in the arts and the installation of Behzad, who came 

from Herat to Tabriz as director of the Royal Library, and also in Qazvin the interest of 

Ismail's son Tahmasp I in the art of painting. l3 Olearius, during his visit to Qazvin on 

July 2nd 1637, in Shah Safi's era, noted, "adom'd as well without as within, with 

Guilding, Painting, and such other embellishments as are in use among the Persians".14 

On the other hand, from the description by the Carmelites which indicated figure 

paintings and also from the description by De Bruin, it seems there was a mixture of 

Persian and European paintings in the palace buildings. 

There is no question that during Abbas I's reign, because of the favourable political and 

economical relations between Persia and Europe, European painters accessed the 

Safavid court. Shah Abbas's good relations with the King of Spain, Phillip III,15 and 

Abbas's good relations with Pope Clement VIII, were reflected in his letter of 1604. 16 

His relation with the Dutch was a key point of entrance for European painting into the 

court of the Safavids in Persia. That warm relation opened a new chapter in the wall 

decoration in the Safavid buildings, influencing the overall decorative scheme. The 

naturalness of the Persian paintings of birds, flowers, war events and events from 

Persian romance, which were mostly painted in books and later started to appear in the 

wall painting of Qazvin's Chehel Sotun, opened the way to sacred and also half-nude 

painted figures. "In one of the niche-paintings, a female figure stands before a window 

through which a landscape is shown, while in another a half-nude female is seated by a 

fountain against a distant vista". 17 

Shah Abbas II encouraged the European painting style. He sent the Persian painter 

Mohammad Zaman to Europe as an art student. In Europe Mohammad Zamap became a 

13 The city of Herat was the art centre during the Timurid period. 
14 Olearius, "The Voyages and Travells of the Ambassadors", p. 188. 
15 The Spanish Ambassador was Don Garcia de Silva y Figueroa, sent (the last in a long line of such 
envoys) to establish diplomatic relations between Spain and Persia. Only four years after sailing from 
Lisbon did he secure an audience with Shah Abbas. See Della Valle footnote, "The Pilgrim", p. 162. 
16 See "A Chronicle of the Carmelites in Persia", vol. I, pp. 94-95 . Letter of 1604 from Shah Abbas I to 
Pope Clement VIII. This letter, which is in the Persian language, is in the Vatican Library, Rome. 
17 Babaie, "Safavid Palaces at Isfahan", p. 190. 
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Christian and, as a result of that, subsequently went to India as a refugee. In 1087/1676 

during Solaiman's reign he returned to Iran and painted three previously blank pages of 

khamse Nezami, which at the present time is housed in the British Museum. Khamseh 

-Nezami was dedicated to Shah Tahmasp, but three pages had not been finished. After a 

century Mohammad Zaman completed those three blank pages. The influence of the 

European style increased in the case of Persian painters who learned the art of painting 

in Italy, and they drew angels and holy Christian subjects. 18 

The majority of the paintings at Qazvin illustrated themes borrowed from Nezami. 

Monshi's report indicates to that the master Mozaffar Ali executed the greater part of 

the painting in Qazvin's Chehel Sotun. Mozaffar Ali was Shah Tahmasp's painter, and 

two of his paper paintings are in St. Petersburg Library. Another copy of his work is in 

the British Museum. In most of his works of art Mozaffar Ali used a golden colour. He 

was in charge of the pictures and paintings of the Chehel Sotun Talar at Isfahan. After 

Reza Abbasi, among the Safavid artists there were three more qualified painters. The 

first was Mir Sayed Ali and the second was Abd al-Samad, whose khamseh Nezami art 

work is in the British Museum. The third was Mohammad Moein Mosavar. He was 

Reza Abbasi's student. 19 

After the arrival of the European travellers in Persia, especially Della Valle's 

serviceman van Hasselt, the style of wall painting was influenced by European art. 

Nevertheless, European art history in Iran may have existed long before Abbas I. 

Therefore, it could be that not only Shah Abbas's building paintings at Isfahan, but also 

Abbas's buildings by the Caspian Sea were influenced by European painting. From the 

arrival of Della Valle in Persia in 1617 during the reign of Shah Abbas I, to the end of . 

Shah Abbas II's rule in 1666, at least ten Dutch painters worked in Iran. Mostly they 

worked for the Safavid monarchs. After van Hasselt, other Dutch painters who worked 

in Iran included Joost Lamp en, Barend Van Sichem, Philips Angel, Jan de Hart, 

Adriaen Gouda and Jurriaen Ambdis. Another Dutch painter was a certain Romaijn, 

about whom nothing much is known. The next artist was an unknown and unnamed 

painter who was only mentioned once. Among those Dutch painters, Angel had a studio 

18 See Haghighat, "Tarikh-e Honahay-e meli v honarmandan-e Irani", p. 462. 
19 See also Haghighat, "Tarikh-e Honahay-e meli v honarmandan-e Irani", pp. 450-451. (Those pictures 
depict the event of the love between Leili and Majnon.) 
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constructed in Isfahan. Jurriaen Ambdis worked for Shah Abbas II. Later for some time, 

nobody knew where he was. This was after the Shah's campaign against the Moghuls at 

Qandahar. The Dutch Company members in Iran presumed that Ambdis had been 

killed. Soon after that news, the Dutch painter was seen for the last time by his 

colleagues in Qazvin. Later, on May 22 1650, information was received from an 

Armenian merchant from Baghdad that Ambdis had become a Muslim in that city.20 

In general, the developments in the style of that wall paintings in Safavid seventeenth-

century palaces were mainly attributable to the influence of the Dutch artists. However, 

Persian artists had the main influence on the decoration of Ali Qapu, Chehel Sotun and 

Hasht Behesht. Reza Abbasi was one of the principal artists at the court of Shah Abbas 

r. Originally a number of ceramic panels adorned the spandrels on the external wall of 

palace. Reza Abbasi created the large compositions on the basis of cartoons. In terms of 

its physical condition and interior decoration, Chehel Sotun belonged to a deliberate 

programmatic scheme. "The large narrative ensembles preserved in the Victoria & 

Albert Museum, London, and at the Louvre [have been purported to] come from this 

palace".21 

Collectively, most of the flowers and the bird paintings of the King's sitting-room in Ali 

Qapu, the Qaisariyeh fa<;ade and also Chehel Sotun are Reza Abbasi's work. Chehel 

Sotun is probably a prime illustration of the harmonious style of Safavid buildings, 

which have deep roots in ancient Persian architecture. From Monshi' s and later 

European descriptions, Chehel Sotun was incontestably the setting for sumptuous 

receptions held by the Safavid monarchs in the seventeenth century. It was also used for 

other events such as the New Year's festival Nowruz and the King's meetings with 

military commanders and his governors around the country. Chehel Sotun was also the 

setting for much more important events. "The ceremonies when the ruler offered 

himself to the gaze of his courtiers, who in a ritual of vassalage made an act of formal 

sub-mission to him - as the deified Sasanian kings had done in the great aiwan at 

20 Although the director of the Dutch Company asked the Attemado-dowle who was the principal 
Minister of State for assistance in tracing and bringing back this deserter it was no avail. One did not have 
high hopes anyway, since an earlier search for Arnbdis in Qazvin had yielded no results. The Dutch 
therefore presumed that Ambdis had been killed, because he was a stubborn and quarrelsome person. See 
Floor, "Dutch painters in Iran during the fIrst half of the 17th century", p.150. 
21 Porter and Thevenart, "Palaces and Gardens of Persia", p. 99. 
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Ctesiphon more than a millennium earlier".22 The architectural grace of Chehel Sotun 

existed because it is possible to link its interior paintings, marble and external garden 

with its pool and glass. According to Hillenbrand, "Ibn Khaldun mentions 'the seven 

Arabian castles named after the planets and their influences', while the palaces of 

Safavid Isfahan bore names redolent of nightingales, mulberries and love. Such 

romance is itself at odds with the notion ofpermanence".23 

Chehel Sotun is located to the west of Ali Qapu within its original garden on the edge of 

a pool 70 metre long. It is a single-storeyed building with twenty columns (Fig. 206). 

Iranica noted, "The Chehel Sotlin marks a high point in the development of the type of 

Persian palace with columned halls, in which the influence of Achaemenid palace 

architecture transmitted through popular wooden building, is still discernible".24 

However, the Achaemenid palace of Persepolis and the Pasargad columns, which are 

located near Shiraz city, are built of stone (Figs 207-208). As has already been 

indicated, the reflection of the building's twenty columns in the water of the pool is the 

reason this palace was called Chehel Sotun or forty columns. Safavid monarchs usually 

also gave audiences to foreigners at this palace. Probably the name of Chehel, which 

means many, was given for cerelnonial reasons. The name Chehe! Sotun probably goes 

back to meanings that are deep-rooted in Iranian culture. In the time of Abbas 1's rule, 

the Spanish Ambassador, Figueroa, was in Shiraz from 24 November 1617. At 

Persepolis he described the Dario [Darius] palace with its columns, and noted, on his 

journey to Isfahan, the "Villa of Chehel Menar".25 The Persian meaning of Chehel 

Menar is forty columns. Tavernier also wrote, "I am of their opinion who will have 

Tscehel-Minar to be part of the Ancient Persepolis".26 The Dutch artist De Bruin, who 

visited Persepolis in 1704, mentioned the ancient palace of the kings of Persia, usually 

called the House of Darius, and by "the inhabitants, Chehel menar, which signifies the 

forty Pillars". 27 One must remember that in the Persian culture chehel has various 

meanings. It can mean forty but also many. There are different definitions for the word 

22 Stierlin, "Islamic Art and Architecture", p. 146. 
23 Hillenbrand, "Islamic Architecture", p. 377. 
24 Iranica, p. 113. 
25 Por el camino que se va a Spahan, la villa de Chilminara. Figueroa, "Comentarios", vol. 1, p. 345. 
26 Tavernier, "The Six Voyages", part. II, p. 142. 
27 De Bruin, "Voyages de Comeille Ie Brun", vol. II, pp. 9-10. 
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Fig. 206. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. View from the east. (photo by Daria Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 207. Shiraz. Persepolis palace column of the Persian Capital of Darios the Great 
. (Photo by Dario Mazda 2006.) 
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Fig. 208. Shiraz. Pasargadai palace columns of the Persian Capital of Cyrus the Great (558 B.C.- 530 
B.C.). (photo by Dario Mazda, 2006.) 
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chehel. 28 At least one pavilion at Samarkand was so named, and the term was also used 

in India. In Fars province, especially in the cities of Shiraz and Kazeroun, there is a very 

old folk song with the lyrics "I will build for you a bath with forty columns and forty 

windows".29 In the poetic tradition of the Iranian culture, on the fortieth day after a 

child's birth there is a festival during which parents select a name for the child.3o 

Another festival, called Aein-e Sadeh Souri, is held forty days before the Iranian New 

Year, Nowruz. The time at the heart of winter or summer, when the weather is either 

very cold or very hot, is called Chelleh, which is short for chehel (forty). 

To comprehend the layout of Chehel Sotun at the time of Abbas I, Della Valle in 1617 

description can be used: 

"The King's casino, or summer-house, has on the walls of its apartments here 
and there various recessed panels in which there are all kinds of painted figures; 
but since they do not, as we do, follow the practice of painting historical or 
mythological scenes, all these figures simply show men and women, either alone 
or in groups, in lascivious postures. Some stand with caps and flagons of wine in 
their hands, drinking; some are in a drunken sleep; and others are growing tipsy 
and about to fall down, and there are various other postures on show, all 
representing simply Venus and Bacchus combined. Among these figures, which 
are almost all in the costume of the country, are also many painted wearing hats, 
by which they mean (without any other indication from the clothing) western 
Christians. And this, I think, is to prove that Persians are not alone in folly of 
drunkenness. The figures, although painted in subtle colours, are all very badly 
drawn, as though executed by ignorant craftsmen; and this makes me fear that I 

28 Sufis hold a ceremony called chelleh neshastan-e ora/a, for forty days and nights. In Manteghutair 
(Conference of Birds) the Sufi poet, Attar Nishabouri wrote: 'chelleh ra chehel shab na khor boodo na 
khab / hamcho shab chehel rouz na nano nah ab' which means: Chelleh was forty nights with neither 
eating nor sleep / Also forty days with neither bread nor water. 'Chehl Tanan is a group of highest Sufis'. 
'Chel Cheragh: means chandeliers, and also a kind of frrework. Bahaar, the Persian poet, says: Bahar 
amad an kimia saze bagh / kazoo bouteye go I, shavad chel cheragh, [Spring, the alchemist of garden 
arrived / to convert shrubs into chandeliers of flowers]. There is Chel (chehel) Doktaran, which is a dome 
in the country. Chehel sobh means forty days of the formation of human nature. Cheleh khaneh, or 
chelleh neshin, means the home place where Sufis retreat for forty days. 
29 Yek hamomi sit besazoum chehel sotun, chehel panjareh. 
30 In Dehkhoda's Persian dictionary the defmitions are: chehel ab: a mountain in Firouz kooh. Chehel 
Amiran: a village in the city of Bijar. Chehel bazeh: a village in the state of Ghouchan. Chehel pai: a 
worm living on trees, also the name of a herbal medicine. Chehel pokht: a mountain in Jajeram. Chehel 
Pari: a village in Mashad. Chehel Tokhm: a village in Bam. Chehel tan: forty people who accompanied 
the prophet Moses to Mount Sinai. Chehel tanan: tombs of forty Sufi davish in the city of Shiraz. Chehel 
cheshmeh: villages in the cities of Larijan, Toiserkan and Fasa. Chehel Dokhtaran: name of one of the 
five gates in the city of Astarabad. Also there is an old novel book in Persian called Chehel Tooti, forty 
parrots. Chehel Gis: a famous Old Persian fable. Chehel Besmeelah: a religious prayer with forty verses 
of the holy Quran for protection against evil eyes. . 
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shall lose my painter, if the King happens to see and appreciate some of his 
work".31 

The primary entrance to the royal palace is decidedly the Ali Qapu gateway. Della Valle 

did not mention the name of King's summer-house. From his report, it is safe to say that' 

Shah Abbas 1's administration was at Ali Qapu, and probably his Chehel Sotun was 

designed more for diplomatic audiences and national festivities and ceremonies. With 

regard to Della Valle's description of the paintings, it must be considered that for many 

years Della Valle and the Dutch painter Jan van Hasselt travelled together. In fact Van 

Hasselt was Della Valle's serviceman. The information provided by both van Hass'elt 

himself and Della Valle seems consistent. (Van Hasselt wrote in a report to the States-

General of the Netherlands, "After having travelled for many years in Italy, 

Constantinople, Egypt, Jerusalem, Aleppo, Babylon, and others places I finally came to 

the court of the Shah Abbas I in Iran". 32) Indeed, the first Dutch painter to work in Iran 

was Jan van Hasselt, who may be identified with the name Giovanni. When he arrived 

in Isfahan in 1617 was probably taken into the service of the king to undertake palace 

decorations.33 According to Herbert, "John, a Dutchman (Rather a Jew), a painter, had 

served the king of Persia twenty years".34 

The building consists of a masonry unit of a large hall and its attendant rooms and 

wooden talar. It seems that Chehel Sotun's construction occurred \vith the building 

already designed to be located in the middle of a garden for the grandiosity of the 

Safavid Palace. The garden of Chehel Sotun covers an area of nearly 67,000 square 

metres. As a result of Shah Abbas's rule, war, political and economic histories, and 

especially the history of his building construction, the design and expansion of the 

palace area were probably systematised into sequences. However, there is no strong 

evidence of the history of the original plan (Figs 209-210). 

31 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", pp. 126-127. 
32 H. Dunlop, Brannen tat de Geschiedenis der Oastindindieche Campagnie in Perzie, Rijks 
Geschiedkundige Publicatien nr, 72, den Haag, 1930, Propositie van Johan van Hasselt, June 29, 1630, p. 
722. See Floor, "Dutch painters in Iran during the first half of the 17th century", pp. 146, 158. 
33 Jan van Hasselt worked for Shah Abbas I at an annual salary of 1,000 zecchini. During Della Valle's 
travels van Hasselt made portraits in Constantinople and Cairo, and sketches of antiquities; in Isfahan he 
drew the elephants in the Shah's menagerie and made a portrait of Della Valle's Assyrian bride. See 
Floor, "Dutch painters in Iran during the [lIst half of the 17th century", p. 146. 
34 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", pp. 207, 324. 
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Fig. 209. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Plan (after Zander, 
ed. Travaux, Fig. 1, p. 299). 
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Fig. 210. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Wooden ceiling of the east talar 

(measured drawing by Ramin Dehgani) . 
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Chehel Sotun is located between Chahar Bagh and Shah Square (Maydan-e Imam). 

Chahar Bagh Avenue, which from the time of Abbas I to the present has been the 

principal street of the city of Isfahan (Fig. 211). The layout of these gardens, with three 

walks shaded by plane trees, dates from the period of Abbas I (1588-1629). 

Fig. 211 . Isfahan. An aerial view of Chahar Bagh A venue( after Khansari, 
Moghtader and Yavari, "Persian Garden Echoes of Paradise", p. 90) 

The Chahar Bagh garden's design also dates from Shah Abbas's period. Shah Abbas 

was fastidious and spent money to keep the garden in the manner of a royal garden in 

his capital. Kaempfer, quoted by Iranica noted, "In designing the Cahiirbiig, he ruled 

the lines with his own hands in that respect proving himself a legitimate and 

praiseworthy follower of Cyrus the Great, who, as one can read in Xenophon, 

considered the designing of gardens as a royal pursuit. Xenophon however is referring 

to Cyrus the younger". 35 The plan of the building shows the main outlines of the 

structure (Fig. 209). Consequently, it can be seen that the building has changed in part 

or was renovated, especially the painting of the building. From the long-term historical 

study of Chehel Sotun, more than the earlier descriptions by Persian historians and 

reports of European travelers, the only technical drawings and descriptions that exist 

35 Iranica, p. 111. 

193 



start in the nineteenth-century. European sources described Chehel Sotun and the palace 

complex extensively, but also most of them frequently borrowed from the descriptions 

of previous visitors. The Persian and European experts such as Honarfar, Pope, Bellan 

and-Godard had a significant influence in this matter. The architectural history of the 

Chehel Sotun building is also indebted to the earlier scholars' reports and the technical 

drawings by the groups of architects, especially Ferrante from the Italian group of 

IsMEO, which published significant archaeological reports. 

According to Kaempfer, "there was also a pool on the west side, so that the building and 

garden formed a single continuous unit". 36 The idea behind the design of the wooden 

talar, for attaching it to a royal building, was that it provided a huge outdoor reception 

hall, and lent itself to lavish embellishments, especially with its pools and garden. The 

decoration contained mirror-plated columns, painted panels, stalactites, and polychrome 

wooden ceilings. The interior is covered with different kinds of painted ornaments of 

both European and Persian figures and abstract designs which are capped with ceiling 

vaults of intense but harmonious colours, such as light green, scarlet, azure, and gold. 

In the thirteen years of Shah Safi I, who ruled Persia before Abbas II, there is no note 

that he added any part to the building, or renovated this palace. The important issue, 

which is strongly evident throughout the abundance of infonnation about the frequent 

changes to the building, is that it was a ceremonial building. It was not used just for 

coronations, as Chardin described them in his book, but also during the Qajarid period, 

"the palace was used for part of the time as workshop for the tentmakers of Prince Zell-

e Soltan ... ten years later the garden palace was again being used as originally 

intended; Zell-e Soltan held daily audience there".37 This building, as well as other 

Safavid buildings throughout Iran, is currently under renovation. At present, artists are 

cleaning some of the old painting to refresh the fresco painting (Fig. 212). 

The large paintings, such as depictions of the battle of Chalderan, the battle of Ismail 

and the Uzbeks, the battle of Nader, and the scene of the reception of Shah Abbas I and 

Yali Muhammad Khan and also Shah Abbas II and Nader Mohammad Khan and 

Tahmasp and HOlnayon, are in the audience hall (Figs 213-214). 

36 Iranica, p. 111. 
37 Iranica, pp. 111-113. 
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Fig. 212. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Wall painting under fresco painting. 

Fig. 213. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun, wall painting. Audience hall. Battle of Ismail and 
the Uzbeks, vie from the east. Painted on the right side of the wall. 
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Fig. 214. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun, wall painting. Audience hall. Shah Tahmasp and Humayon, 
view from the west. Painted on the left side of the wall 

The windows allowed light into the audience hall, which most of the painting 

demonstrate (Figs 215-216). Chehel Sotun is now used as a museum, and as well as 

other paintings, it contains valuable goods objects from the Safavid era, such as one of 

Fig. 215 . Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Plan, audience hall section, window level 
(after Zender, ed. , Travaux, Fig. 4, p. 301) 

) 
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Fig. 216. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Audience hall window, view from the south 
. (Photo by Dario Mazda 2005.) 
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the wooden marquetry doors of Shaikh Safiudin Ardabili's tomb, and pulpit, on display 

at present (Figs 217-218, 219-220). In OSlandari Avenue (Governorship Avenue), there 

is an entrance door to Chehel Sotun (Fig. 221). To the right there is a Timurid building, 

which, as a noticeboard indicates, was built a hundred and fifty years before the Safavid 

period (Figs 222-223). At present this Timurid building is also used as the Natural 

History Museum of Isfahan (Fig. 224). In the middle of the area between the Timurid 

museunl building and the Safavid rectangular pool of Chehel Sotun, there is an interior 

wall with a portal (Fig. 225). The main door for entry to the Chehel Sotun garden is in 

this portal. On both sides of the rectangular pool is a walkway for entry to and exit from 

the Chehel Sotun building. However, there is also another door, which at present is not 

in use. In the comers of the rectangular pool, in front of the lalar, there are statues 

which represent four lion heads sitting on the shoulders of four young boys and girls. It 

seems that the mouths of the young figures and lions were water geysers (Figs 226-

227). Around the building for a space of about three metres the floor is not mosaic; 

instead it is gravel (Figs 228-229). The plinth of the building is about a metre and a half 

higher than the ground and all around it is covered with cut ashlar stone (Fig. 230). 

There is a stone step in front of the rectangular pool, for entrance to the lalar area, and 

there are also steps on each side of the building (Fig. 209). Reticular wooden banisters 

50 cm in width are on the edge all around the lalar (Fig. 231). The bases of the columns 

on the stone commissure are square, with dimensions of 55 to 60 cm, and from the 

commissure to about a metre up the column the size decreases, with engravings in the 

four comers (Fig. 232). 

Chehel Sotun is a rectangular building, measuring 57.80 by 37.00 metres. There are two 

aiwans on its east and west sides (Fig. 233). The long triple-vaulted audience hall has 

four rooms on its comers. The rooms are small (Figs 234-235). The eastern fac;ade, 

which is behind the wooden lalar, presents the principal unit of the building's design 

(Fig. 236). The wooden columns have a height of 13 m, and a diameter of 0.6 m at the 

bottom diminishing to 0.4 m at the top (Figs 237-238). The use of columns in Iranian 

architecture has a long history. As later Iranian architecture demonstrates, the column 

was to playa subordinate part in wall articulation (Figs 154-155). The roof, as has been 

mentioned earlier, was added during Abbas II's rule, and comprises colossal wooden 

space trusses and beam elements, some with a diameter of more than 1 m. The structure 

contains all the originality of structural design in the Iranian architecture. An array of 
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Fig. 217-218. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. One of the wooden marquetry doors of Shaikh Safiudin Ardabili's tomb. 
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Figs. 219. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Safavid period, marquetry pulpit. T 

.... Fig. 220. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Safavid period, wine cask. 
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Fig. 222. Isfahan. Timurid building. Natural History Musewn, view from the north-west. 

Fig. 223 . Isfahan. Timurid building. Natural History Musewn, view from Ostandari Avenue. 
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Fig. 224. Isfahan. Inscription on the doorway of Teymury (Timurid) Hall. 
Natural History Museum 
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Fig. 225 . Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Palace and Garden doorway. (After Khansari, 
Moghtader and Yavari, "Persian Garden Echoes of Paradise", p.IOl.) 

Fig. 226. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Statues on the COIner of the rectangular pool, 
view from the east 
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Fig. 227. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Statues on the comer of the rectangular pool. 
View from the south. (Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005) 

205 



Fig. 228. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Space between talar and rectangular pool, 
view from the south 

Fig. 229. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Space between talar and rectangular pool, 
view from the north 
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Fig. 230. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Base of column and plinth of building view from the north. 
(Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 231. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Reticular wooden banisters, view from the east· 

Fig. 232. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Column base, view from the east 
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Fig. 233 . Isfahan. Chehe1 Sotun. Section, east-west ( after Zender, 
ed. , Travaux, Fig. 5, p. 301). 
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Fig. 234. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun.P1an, audience hall section, (after Zender, 
ed., Travaux, Fig. 2, p. 300). 

Fig. 235 . Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Section, south-north (after Zender, 
ed., Travaux, Fig. 3, p. 300). 

Fig. 236. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Eastern fayade elevation (after Zender, 
ed., Travaux, Fig. 7, p. 302). 
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Fig. 237. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Columns and moqarnas capital, view from the 
south. (Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 238. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Talar columns and ceiling, view from the east. 
(Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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openings near the edge of the timbered roof of talar, continued on three sides of the 

roof, is likely to be provision for ventilation (Figs 239-240). The ingenious point in this 

area of talar building is the four carved bases depicting stone lions (Fig. 241). Of the 

twenty columns, four have stone lion bases. These stone lions are around the bases, in 

the four comers of the small square pool, which is in the middle of the talar area (Figs 

242-243). This pool is built of coloured marble (Figs 244-245. The spacious talar, 

which from all around is open to the garden and at the front faces the rectangular pool, 

was probably used for New Year celebrations and for victory festivals (Figs 246-247). 

There is a hillock in front of the arch at the glass door to the Chehel Sotun audience 

hall, which looks like a blocked pool (Fig. 248). It is possible that there were two pools 

in the wooden talar area, connected to each other by a stream, or else the location of the 

original pool was changed to the new one. The reason was probably because it was very 

close to the entrance of the audience hall. The mirrored arch of the entrance to the 

audience hall reflects in the water when the pool in the middle of the talar is full of 

water. Reflection of daylight into the rectangular pool also increases the light in the 

vicinity. At sunset, because of the soft light reflection, the talar areas become 

completely orange-coloured. The colour of the wall that faces the pools also creates a 

coloured ambience. The designer of the wooden ceiling of the lalar probably considered 

the light and was infonned about it. Everything is devised to create as much pomp and 

lustre as possible. In the panel of the ceiling there are pieces of mirror encased, and with 

their different sizes they have different effects in the light. Architecturally the wooden 

talar is similar to a jewel box filled with light. The ceiling is covered with moqarnas 

(stalactites) and in each cell is a multitude of tiny pieces of mirror. On the top of the 

main door a mirror-fonnwork was intended for more illumination. It seems that the 

purpose of mirror-fonnwork, which is segmented in between small and-large square 

pieces, was for reflecting the daylight and also for reflecting the night torch-light in that 

era (Figs 249-250, 251-252, 253-254). 

The niches of the veranda in the talar are also decorated with carved wood (Figs 255-

256). However, there is reticular wooden decoration of the window design around the 

building. Among the wooden decorations there are holes which also transfer the fresh 

breezes into the big hall and rooms. The reticular wooden decoration is divided by 

oblongs and arches (Fig. 257). In between the compactness of the decoration of the 
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Fig. 239. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Talar ceiling wing, view from the south 

Fig. 240. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Talar ceiling edge, view from the east., 
(Photo by Dario Mazda 2005.) 
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Fig. 241 . Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Stone lions. Column base on the comer of 
the talar pool. View from the north (Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 242. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Stone lions on the column bases, on the four corners of 
the talar pool. View from the north-west 

Fig. 243. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Talar marble pool, view from the south 
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Fig. 244. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Close-up of talar pool marble 

Fig. 245. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Close-up of talar pool marble 
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Fig. 246. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Talar area, view from the south 

Fig. 247. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Talar area and pool, view from the south- east 
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Fig. 248. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Talar, detail of pool surround the masonry with a 
top left comer is later intill. View from the north. 

Fig. 249. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun, Moqarnas fayade . Shiny doorway between talar and 
audience hall. (Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 250. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Porch behind the talar, view from the east. 
(Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005 .) 
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Fig. 251. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Mirror decoration of the porch ceiling 

Fig. 252. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Mirror decoration of the porch ceiling , 
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Figs. 253-254. Isfahan Chehel Sotun. Close-up of porch decoration 
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Fig. 255 . Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Talar, veranda wall decoration. View from the north. 

Fig. 256. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Talar, veranda wall decoration. View from the south . 
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Fig. 257. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Reticular wooden decoration, view from the north 
. (Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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reticular wooden windows there is a vaulted doorway with different-sized doors and 

reticular windows and moqarnas (Fig. 258). 

An areal view of Chehel Sotun shows the talar's wooden roof, composed of seven hips, 

with three on the left and three on the right that are parallel to each other, their 

triangular cross-sections facing the building's sides. The seventh is located between the 

two rows of three, placed at right angles to the other six hips, with its cross-section 

facing the building's front. In the middle of the overall roof of the building there is a 

large gabled roof. On the end of the building are three domes (Fig. 259). The second 

capacious part of the building is the audience hall, which, with its shiny doorway, 

corresponds to the talar. In the hall there are vaulted cornices around the portraits and 

paintings, and there is also a portrait of Shah Abbas the Great. Within the main 

reception rooms are a series of large historical wall paintings, and all around, the walls 

are filled with different kinds of painting (Figs 260-261). Nothing remains of the 

furniture, gold vessels and carpets, which were described by the European travellers, but 

from the pictorial evidence, one can identify the types of objects and the decorations 

that would have been in the palace. 

In the audience hall there is a large area of the original wall paintings. Scenes of love 

and drinking, which mostly have their roots in Persian literature, are visible (Figs 262, 

263-264). But war events, along with symposiums and feasts, are the main basis of the 

wall paintings in Chehel Sotun. The decoration scheme of the palace is different, in that 

whole walls are covered with figural scenes. The large painting compositions depict 

victories of the Safavid army (Figs 260-261). They are a symbol of authority, just as 

they had been in the Sasanid era and also during the Timurid revival and power at 

Samarqand. The differences from the ancient times lie in some of the paintings which 

were influenced by European art. These paintings, like the smaller subj ects in the minor 

rooms, were repainted in the early eighteenth century, but it seems that they are all 

originally Persian art, and were not influenced by others. However, European artists 

were employed at the Safavid courts of Shah Abbas I, Shah Safi, and Shah Abbas II. 

With regard to painting in particular, the changes in the essential style of painting were 

a result of the increasing cosmopolitanism, which can be seen in different kinds of 

painting in the audience hall and also on the north veranda (Fig. 265). These were 
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Fig. 258. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Vaulted porch with doors and windows, view 
from the north. (Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 259. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Aerial view, after Khansari, Moghtader and Yavari, 
"Persian Garden Echoes of Paradise". (Photo by A. Eshragh.) 

Fig. 260. Isfahan.Chehel Sotun. Audience hall wall painting. Battle of Ismail and the Uzbeks 
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Fig. 261. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Audience hall wall painting. Battle of Ismail and the 
Uzbeks, close-up. (Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005 .) 
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Fig. 262. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Audience hall painting. (Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 263. Isfahan. Chehe! Sotun. Audience hall wall painting 

Fig. 264. Isfahan. Chehe! Sotun. Audience hall wall painting 
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Fig. 265 . Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. North veranda, standing figure in European costume. 
(Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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closely tied in style to the contemporary artwork of the Persian miniaturists and album 

painters. 

With the discoveries in 1964 by Isfahan University scholar Honarfar, historians can 

claim that the scheme of decoration was introduced during the reign of Abbas II, in 

1647. The attribution to this period is supported by evidence from Chardin's 

description. In 1666 Chardin was in Isfahan, and he described Chehel Sotun as, "that 

magnificent apartment, the most stately in all the royal palace".38 Chardin's description 

of the second coronation refers to the first year of Shah Solaiman's period. Shah 

Solaiman became king after Abbas II in 1666. As to the tradition of wall painting and 

decoration of buildings, it seems that the description by Chardin became for scholars 

and historians a light in the darkness of the painting history of Chehel Sotun. According 

to evidence from the report of Chardin, there were large paintings on every side of the 

throne room, above the fireplaces. One showed Abbas I fighting the Uzbeks; the other 

three showed royal entertainments. These paintings \vere so large that they covered the 

entire surface of the walls above the marble dado.39 There are mistakes in Chardin's 

description relating to the battle, but by virtue of his evidence, and also with the 

discoveries of Honarfar, we can be sure that the time of the carrying out of this scheme 

of decoration was around 1647. Chardin's description refers to the palace's interior 

paintings, whose artistic style is attributable to the Abbas II' s period. As well as 

Chardin's description, the report of the Catholic group of Carmelites in 1706 also 

mentioned some of the paintings which were European gifts. Father Peter Martyr, later 

. the Archbishop ofNakhchiwan, wrote on 12 March 1706 that the paintings w.ere sent as 

gifts from Europe. This report is evidence that not only were Chehel Sotun's paintings 

sometimes painted by Europeans, but also some of the paintings were sent as gifts from 

Europe. The second piece of evidence is that Father Martyr indicated many paintings, 

including all the collection formed by that 'dilettante', Abbas II. This writing from 

1706, and, 160 years earlier, Chardin's description in 1666, provide strong evidence that 

the palace paintings owe their promotion to Abbas II. Not only did he add the wooden 

talar design, but also he was also a dilettante and a collector of paintings. 

38 Chardin, "The Coronation of Solyman III", p. 132. 
39 Chardin' s evidence is conclusive on the condition of the interior of the palace in his time; only we now 
know that he was mistaken about the subject of the battle scene, which actually represents $hah Isma'il I 
fighting the Ottoman Turks. See Highlights of Persian Art, p. 323. 
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Abbas II's activities relating to art continued into the period of Shah Housain. At the 

time of the fire, the Carmelites reported that they took various pictures which had been 

brought recently from Europe by Stephen.4o However, the styles of the paintings of 

faces in Chehel Sotun are remarkably alike, suggesting the work of one master artist, 

but they are also remarkably different from most of the miniature paintings. With regard 

to the descriptions of travellers, there is also a dubious historical point. Although several 

authorities assert that Shah Abbas I completed the first stage of the audience hall, none 

of them offers any evidence. European travellers mostly described the palace, but no 

one mentioned the circumstances of the buildings in the palace area. The only reliable 

statement that one can make about its origin is that it was built during Abbas I's reign, 

and completed later in the period of Shah Abbas II. 

The interior paintings, especially in the four side rooms which open from the talar, are 

originals, but most of the paintings were repainted at various times. The painting 

decoration, which covers the palace from walls and ceiling to floor, has been done in 

almost successive phases, but the decoration has been executed in a variety of styles and 

scales. In general, they are abstract and floral paintings of textiles, book illuminations 

and figural paintings in the traditional manner, but also range to the oddest of eclectic 

figural styles. 

According to Sims, "In chronological order, the first is Shaykh 'Abbasi. The paintings, 

which were created by him and also his son, can be dated between 1056/1646 and 

1088/1677-78".41 He worked with faces painted light colours, and also produced 

sensitive animal drawings. Other artists such as Ali Quil Beg and Ghulam-Zadeh 

Qadimi were also working in that period. The work of Shaykh 'Abbasi would appear to 

range from about 1649 through the reign of Shah Solaiman, to about 1690. Another 

artist was Mohammad Zaman, a Persian Christian refugee from religious intolerance in 

Persia. He went to Italy as an art student, and as was noted earlier, in Europe he became 

a Christian. As result of changing his religion, Mohammad Zaman went to India as a 

refugee. This was the same Muhammad-Zaman whom the Portuguese traveller Niccolo 

Manucci met in Delhi in 1660.42 Mohammad Zaman was sent to Europe by Shah Abbas 

40 "A Chronicle of the Cannelites in Persia", p. 473. 
41 Sims, "Late Safavid Painting", p. 410. 
42 See Sims, "Late Safavid Painting", p. 410. 
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II, who was one of the Safavid dilettante and painting collector monarchs. From the arts 

that are known as being from his period, it seems that Abbas II was a person who 

cultivated a particular area of interest, such as the arts, without real commitment or art 

history knowledge. He was probably an amateur in the arts, but there is no question that 

he was one of the Safavid monarchs with artistic talents. 

The decorative scheme of Shah Abbas 1's structure also survives in part within the north 

and south of the talars, and in the shallow niches there are paintings in a European style 

(Figs 266-267). The paintings of the vaults of the hall and its adjoining chambers are 

also old (Fig. 268). At present, because of the fresco painting, some parts of the wall 

paintings have been cleaned, but young students are repositioning them. Probably more 

experienced and expert artists who are familiar with the history of the Chehel Sotun 

paintings and Safavid art in general are needed. There is a wall painting in the talar of 

Shah Abbas I which shows an audience for Vali Mohammad Khan, the ruler of 

Turkestan, in 102011611 . In order to retain his government, Mohammad Khan sought 

refuge with the Safavid monarch. Another painting shows a feast of Shah Tahmasp II 

(1722-1731). In one of the small rooms there is a painting of dancing. The dancer girl 

and wine jugs are still visible (Figs 269-270). Some of this wall painting has survived 

through the hurricane of the political periods. However, the durability of such art and 

paintings is uncertain. 

On a large scale there is the style of the miniaturist, Riza Abbasi (1575-1634), ·who 

probably designed or painted the wall; however, most of the wall paintings have been 

repainted at some time in the past. Figures in Western dress appear in the European-

style paintings, but most of the paintings, even in the Persian manner, seem to be 

European work (Figs 271-272). During Abbas II's reign, as his students went to Europe 

for the purpose of learning European style, many of them also learned or were 

influenced by Europeans who were employed by the Safavids in Isfahan's court. As a 

result, there are parallels between the masters' and learners' work. Many of the 

European-style paintings in Chehel Sotun are remarkably alike. However, they are 

clearly different from most of the miniature paintings. 

The architectural design of Chehel Sotun changed during Abbas II's period, and after 

that, it seems that the harmony of the interior and exterior decoration was influenced 
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Fig. 266. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Wall painting in the niche 

Fig. 267. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Wall painting of hunting ground 
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Fig. 268. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Audience hall, vault and pendentives, wall decoration. 
(Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 269. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Room P 3, soffit decoration 

Fig. 270. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Room P 3, wall painting in the lunette 
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Fig. 271. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Room P 4, third niche. T 
~ Fig. 272. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Wall painting 

in the niche. 



disturbed. If, during the reign of Shah Abbas I, Solaiman or Abbas II, the palaces of 

Isfahan were painted in a style of love and poetry, in Shah Housain's time the story was 

different. Probably as the renovations occurred, especially after the fire in 1706, Chehel 

Sotun's painting decorations met with some changes. Shah Housain became moralistic, 

and, as has been mentioned earlier, set his face against wine and even pigeon-fighting in 

his capital. Consequently, he could not tolerate depictions of immoral events except for 

the part that came from his father or other earlier monarchs in the palace. The large 

talar paintings depict scenes of action. The colours of the wall paintings and the 

movements of the figures cleverly entice the visitors' eyes more than the other paintings 

do. After this initial attraction, it is observed that the King's audiences, the jugs of wine 

and the dancing-girl paintings report the victory news to the visitors. 

Golden paintings in the arches and their delicacy are indications of the Safavids' wealth; 

they mostly used gold dishes at feasts and banquets (Figs 273-274, 275-276). In general, 

Chehel Sotun's paintings contained depictions of events of war, victories, feasts, 

hunting, drinking of wine and love. The drinking of wine under the shade of trees, 

which many Persian miniatures depict, has deep roots in Persian literature, especially 

the poems of Khayam and other fables. The paintings inside the building are a 

collection of those events, which from the visual arts point of view comprehensively 

describe the Safavid era. However, in the Safavid period there was also a collection of 

many more European paintings and religious events. A salient point is the existence of 

paintings of young boys and girls, and also of private moments between women, an 

indication of young women's pleasure in Safavid times (Figs 277-278). 

In the audience hall there are four large paintings which were probably repainted, or 

else they are not the original ones which were painted by Reza Abbasi. Another painting 

on the south wall of a small room in the front of the audience hall was painted during 

Abbas II's period, in 1647. However, it was probably painted later, because the Hindu-

style dance depicted could be the work of the Persian artist returned from exile (Fig. 

270). On the other hand, it was probably influenced by the new-wave generation of 

artists who accompanied the refugee prince Homayoun from Tahmasp' s court to India. 

When Homayoun returned from exile to India, several Persian artists accompanied him. 
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Fig. 273. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Audience hall, painting in the central cupola 

Fig. 274. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Audience hall, vault and ceiling decoration. 

239 



Fig. 275 . Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Audience hall wall painting. 

Fig. 276. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Audience hall wall painting 
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Fig. 277. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. Audience hall, wall painting 

Fig. 278. Isfahan. Chehel Sotun. The young boy and girl, wall decoration 
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It seems that one of the artists of Chehel Sotun's paintings was Mozafar Ali, a student 

of Housain Behzad, whose work mostly contained golden colours. He undertook 

paintings in the King's palace and the talar of Isfahan's Chehel Sotun. Two 

professional artists, Mir Seid Ali and Abdulsamad, had key roles in the exposure of 

Hindu-Iranian painting in the Indian court. 43 As a result, more than the Isfahan artists 

and Europeans, the artists who had returned from India also participated in some of the 

Chehel Sotun palace painting. However, De Bruin wrote, 

"There came a German painter to Isfahan a little before my time [1704]; this 
man had been a long time in Italy, where he had an opportunity of studying the 
works of the greatest masters, and painted an history piece of the king ... In the 
year 1652, with regard to Mr Guneus, counselor in ordinary, in the service of the 
Dutch East-India company, who sent him to this court to negotiate some 
business. Among other presents they sent by him [Mr Guneus], to the king, there 
was a fine picture of warriors on horse-back, which they thought would be very 
acceptable to the Persians, who are great lovers ofhorses".44 

The promotion of painting, especially after the arrival of European painters at the court 

of Shah Abbas I (1588-1629), continued through to Shah Housain's period (1694-1722). 

The paintings in Persian palaces, especially in Chehel Sotun, were frequently influenced 

by European art. The European painters who arrived in Isfahan were mostly of Dutch 

and German origin. Shah Abbas II, the monarch with a great interest in the arts, ensured 

that he had arts from many cultures around himself. The ornaments and paintings of his 

palace can probably be viewed as indications of this environment. Abbas II also 

received many artworks from Europe. 

The topics discussed here with regard to Chehel Sotun have covered its history, with 

description and evidence of its construction, which started during the reign of Shah 

'Abbas I and was completed during the reign of Shah Abbas II. IIonarfar's discovery of 

two inscriptions in 1957 and 1964 has helped enormously to clarify the history of 

Chehel Sotun. Based on the evidence of Monshi and European travellers, the 

substructure and talar date to 1647. The Catholic Carmelites who lived in Iran for many 

years give an account of the fire during the reign of Shah Housain in 1706 and clarify 

how the hall of the Chehel Sotun Palace was damaged in that period. Different sources 

in Persian culture and folklore are discussed for careful definition of "Chehel". Talar 

43 See Haghighat, "Tarikh-e honarhay-e meli v honarmandan-e Irani", p. 451. 
44 De Bruin, "Voyages de Comeille Ie Bruin" ,vol. I, pp. 220-221. 
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decoration and wall painting of the audience hall offer pictorial evidence as to the styles 

and also the cultural events and political and social history of the Safavid period. 

Paintings in the rooms and in the audience hall, together with the history of the other 

artwork of Persian miniaturists, form the main focus of this description of Chehel Sotun. 

Important influences were the coronation of Shah Solaiman at the palace. Some of the 

Chehel Sotun wall paintings are totally political: they are about the war and are 

designed for an audience of the rulers of foreign countries. In particular, a wall painting 

in the talar shows an audience when a ruler sought political refuge with the Safavid 

monarch. 

243 



Chapter 4: Pavilion and Houses in Isfahan 

Introduction 

Chapter Four describes the Hasht Behesht (eight paradises), which is a two-storeyed 

pavilion. It was built for the entertainment of young Safavid princes. French jeweller 

and traveller Chardin, during his visit to Persia, described it as a romantic building. The 

main foci of the description in this chapter are its interior and exterior decorations. 

This pavilion is located in Bagh-e Bolbol (nightingale garden), not far from the river. It 

was built on the edge of a large rectangular pool. Moqarnas decoration and other 

ornaments, especially pieces of minor that provide light reflection inside the building, 

are of high quality. Descriptions and documentation are provided of the historical 

background of the pavilion, which was built by Shah Solaiman. This pavilion was 

looted after the fall of Isfahan and the violent attack by the Afghan Mahmoud. The 

history of the pavilion is described, derived from reports of earlier travellers during the 

Safavid and the Qajarid eras. Description of the Hasht Behesht also focuses on 

historical evidence about part of the garden which was destroyed in 1704 to make way 

for a schoo 1. 

Chapter Four also contains descriptions of the Marta Peters and Sookiassian houses in 

the Christian suburb of Julfa. These houses belonged to Armenian merchants. These 

houses, surviving from the seventeenth century, are examples of Safavid domestic 

architecture. Although famous Annenian stone-carvers lived in Julfa, the buildings 

completely followed the Safavid seventeenth century design. The mixture of Persian 

and European painting style of the houses is also described. A short history is presented 

of the decampment of Armenians from the border to Isfahan. There were no buildings in 

Julfa until the anival of Armenians in Isfahan, when promotion of the housing industry 

and construction began. Earlier, Araxe Julfa houses had been built with stone, but after 

the move to Isfahan Julfa, Armenians followed the Safavid design of architecture and 

gardens. This chapter clarifies the confusion about old Araxe Julfa and the new 

Isfahan's Julfa. The decoration of Isfahan's Julfa houses was in the European manner. 

This chapter also details the history of the buildings of Marta Peters and Sookiassian 

from the past to the present day. Historical drawings from the Safavid era and 
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descriptions by a European traveller provide evidence to identify one of the houses. 

Like most of the Safavid buildings, there is no accurate date for the construction of the 

Sookiassian house, but its design and historical description suggest that it was built 

during the reign of Shah Abbas II. The mystery associated with this building is the 

painted figures of a woman in the top row on the eastern side of the house. Armenian 

artists believe that the figure represents Queen Elizabeth, but the figure seems more like 

seventeenth century Dutch painting. 

4. 1. History of Hasht Behesht Pavilion 

Shah Solaiman (1666-94) built a pavilion in the middle of a garden which is called 

Bagh-e Bolboul (Nightingale Garden). (Fig. 279) It was one of the famous garden 

palaces in the harem area. The design of Hasht Behesht (eight paradises) was found 

much earlier in Herat and also in ISlnail 1's capital Tabriz. The reason for the selection 

of the name was probably because the pavilion had eight rooms around the central hall. 

Hashti, in Persian literature, means something having eight sides or a vestibule. The 

octagonal structure has painted tile designs of animals, birds and hunting scenes and it is 

located not far from Chahar Bagh. This two-storey palace has a rectangular plan with 

chamfered comers (Figs 280-281). It seems that this kind of pavilion was built in 

Isfahan in the centre of gardens. Not only in Solaiman's period but also during the reign 

of Abbas I, there were many pavilions in the palace area and around the Chahar Bagh 

Avenue. In the period of Abbas I, Della Valle noted that "there are many, many 

pavilions like these, with very fanciful facades. As well as these, one after another, 

between these most beaut] ful pavilions, there are very large fish-ponds in various 

extravagant fonns".1 

There are similarities between Tahrnasp's Orshi-khane (Chehel Sotun) in Qazvin and 

the Hasht Behesht pavilion in Isfahan. Probably Tahrnasp's Chehel Sotun design is a 

duplication of Tabriz's Hasht Behesht of Ismail I, which was perhaps built by Ozun 

Hasan (1466-1478). The fabled Hasht Behesht (eight paradises) garden ofOzun Hassan 

was described by a "Venetian merchant c. 1514 as a marvel of architecture. This and the 

many other monuments erected by the Turkman rulers in Tabriz have disappeared 

without trace". 2 The Cheshmeh Emarat pavilion of Ashraf (Behshahr) by the Caspian 

I Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", p. 124. 
2 Golombek, "Tamerlane's Tableware", p. 136. 
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Fig. 279. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. View from the south (photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 

246 



Figs. 280-281. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. The first and second floor plans (after Ferrante, 
Figs. 2-3,1965.) 

Sea also looks the same as the Hasht Behesht of Isfahan. Water circulation was used 

ingeniously in both buildings. It seems that during Solaiman's reign Hasht Behesht's 

pond was silver and also the doors were gilded. Chroniclers indicated that after the 

defeat of Mahmoud and other rebels, at the end of the conflict Mahmoud's rebels looted 

palaces and bazaars and escaped. They took as much as they could of gold and other 

valuable materials from the royal palace.3 Probably Hasht Behesht's doors and pond 

were seriously damaged during that conflict. According to Blunt, "Fryer states it was 

entirely constructed of polished marble, the ceiling of the hall being of inlay work and 

solid gold and supported by columns covered with mirrors".4 

The Afghans' revolts were defeated by Tahmasp II. Mohammad Mahdi Ben 

Mohammad Reza Isfahani, in his book Nesf-e jahan fi-tarif-e Isfahan, wrote that after 

defeating Ashraf Afghan, Shah Tahmasp renovated government pavilions and the royal 

palace, including Chehel Sotun, the harem, Talar ayeneh and the Seadatabad garden.5 

The Safavid royal palace, which had been constnlcted by Shah Abbas I, was further 

3 After the violent attack and victory of Mahmoud Afghan during Shah Housain reign, his coronation in 
1724 was held in Isfahan's Chehel Sotun. 
4 Blunt, "Isfahan Pearl of Persia", p. 144. 
5 Kayani and Rostamian, "payvastegy-e tazinat v shaloudeh-ye bnahay-e dourey-e Safavi dar hfahan", p. 
132, and also see "nesfe jahan fi tariffe Isfahan" by Mohammad Mahdi ben Mohammad Reza Isfahani, 
edited by Setoudeh, p. 245. 
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developed by Shah Safi I, Abbas II and Shah Solaiman. Hasht Behesht is the latest 

harmonious Safavid building still standing, distinguished through its exterior features 

and interior style of the paintings. In Solaiman's reign this building probably had more 

decoration than it does today. The tiles that were used in the pavilion have different 

shapes of animals and birds. There seem to have been coloured glass windows, which 

have changed over time, but the ceiling's wooden decorations are still in their place. 

Madame Dieulafoy, who saw the Hasht Behesht in the 1880s, did not even realise that 

the building was Safavid, so completely had the Qajarid altered it. This confusion 

occurred because during the Qajarid era, many renovated Safavid buildings became 

known as Qajarid buildings. As noted earlier, there are many buildings in Iran that were 

originally built by the Safavids and later claimed as belonging to the Qajarids, mostly 

because they were probably renovated during the Qajarid era and some parts were 

added, or the Qajarid Kings' portraits were painted. Shah Tahmasp 1's pavilion at 

Qazvins is an example. Mme Dieulafoy states that the pavilion earned its name from the 

eight little sets of apartments in which Fath Ali Shah, when in Isfahan, lodged his eight 

favourite mistresses of the moment; it may have served this purpose, but the name was 

already in use in the seventeenth century. Fath Ali Shah ordered his portrait to be 

painted for most of the royal palaces in Isfahan and Tehran. During the reigns of Abbas 

II and Solaiman, Chardin visited the palace and pavilions. He mentioned an apartment 

of the Royal Palace, which is called Chiracane or the House of Wine. He also 

frequently noted the fine garden in the midst of which this fine apartment was situated.6 

It is worth explaining that because there were a number of summerhouse apartments in 

the palace area and also around the palace, it was probably not important for travellers 

to mention a particular narne. Isfahan had a large number of gardens and 

summerhouses, among thenl the summerhouse of Hasht Behesht. There were many 

buildings in the palace that travellers and historians did not describe by specific names. 

The pleasure house or Hasht Behesht was the entertainment place for the young princes 

and noblemen. Almost every later writer on Isfahan has assumed that the building 

described in great detail by Chardin, is to be identified with the Hasht Behesht. 

Undoubtedly it is of the same date; but Chardin was always precise with his 

measurements, and even a casual glance at his account makes it evident that it was the 

6 See Chardin, "Sir John Chardin's Travels in Persia", p . 15. 
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Emarat Behesht. The description by Chardin, which was quoted and translated by 

Curzon, described the Hasht Behesht as it was during the early stages of its 

construction. In all, because of the design, the pond and waterfall, and probably because 

of all the paintings, it is a romantic building. The climate without doubt contributes 

much toward exciting this amorous disposition; but assuredly these places, although in 

some respects little more than basic castles, are nevertheless more pleasing and 

agreeable than the most sumptuous palaces. 

In the course of the restoration work on the Isfahan palaces, restoration of Hasht 

Behesht pavilion was carried out by the Italian Mission of the (IsMEO). Orazi noted 

that, "when the problem of the gratings in Hasht Behesht came to be studied, a large 

number of details still remained to be discovered. The Qajar decoration with which it 

was almost entirely covered both inside and outside was continued also on most of the 

original opening of the pavilion".7 The second issue for IsMEO was the existing 

documentation, because of the drawing errors among the descriptions recorded by 

Europeans. Among these is the album of Chardin, who Inade a drawing from which it 

would be difficult to recognise the pavilion in question. Furthemlore, Mme Dieulafoy's 

volume contained a view of the interior that was also practically undecipherable, and 

lastly, the volume of drawing by Flandin and Pascal Coste contained a clear perspective 

of the interior which however could not be accepted in all its details as a large number 

of inaccuracies had been found in it. 8 In the midst of several gardens of the Safavids, 

especially around Chahar Bagh, there seem to have been some other pavilions and 

houses, which probably did not have specific names, and travellers in general described 

theln as summerhouses or pleasure houses. For instance, De Bruin, who was in Isfahan 

in 1704, frequently wrote descriptions such as, "you have here the finest sight in the 

world, together with a pretty summer house upon it at the two ends ... At some distance 

from hence you see two other house of pleasure". 9 

7 Orazi, "Grate Ligenee Nell' Architectura Safavide", p. 77. 
8 It seems that the drawings in Chardin's album were actually made by the draftsman Grelot whom he had 
taken with him on his journey for the very purpose of depicting the wonders described in his books. 
Grelot is said to have later been employed, again as a draftsman, by a Venetian gentleman. See Orazi's 
footnote on p. 78, which mentions Chardin, Voyages de Monsieur Ie Chevalier Chardin, en Perse et 
autres lieux, Amsterdam, 1711 . 
9 De Bruin, "Voyages de Corneille Ie Brun", vo1. I, p. 198. 
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In Shah Solaiman's period, Hasht Behesht was in the south of Bagh-e Totestan 

(mulberry garden). Bagh-e Takht, Takestan, Darvishan, Kaj and Bagh-e Totestan had a 

grand gate. 10 The mulberry garden was partially destroyed, however, to make way for 

the Sultani Madrasa (school), built 1116-1811704-7. 11 The Shamsabad School, which is 

on a much smaller scale than the Chahar Bagh School, was in the central part of the 

city. The small and simple Masjid-e-Misu, which was completed in or about 1116 

(1704/5), is situated in the Jubara quarter, near the site of the Tauqchi gate. It seems 

that Shah Housain added and restored a number of other buildings, such as Emamzadeh-

Ismail, the Darb-e Imam and the Masjid-e-Shaya (Isaiah). However, "all the Shah's 

building enterprises in Isfahan, not excepting the Madrasa in the Chahar Bagh, paled 

into insignificance beside the grandiose palace and garden of Farahabad".12 In fact, most 

of the Safavid gardens were destroyed by the Qajarids. Travellers who visited Persia in 

the Safavids' era described those gardens. Most of the gardens, which lay round about 

the city, abounded with vines and fruit-trees. With regard to those gardens De Bruin 

noted, "they have plenty of apples, pears, plums, and apricots; which are none of the 

best indeed I have ever tasted".13 The French traveller, Henry-Rene d' Allemagne, 

travelled to Iran in 1907. D' Allernagne was quoted by Honarfar as stating, "Qaj arid 

Zalu Sultan uprooted the three-hundred-year-old sycamores, which gave splendour to 

the old street Chahar Bagh, and sold them very cheaply". 14 On the other hand, probably 

the nan1e of Hasht Behesht (eight heavens or paradise) became more public during the 

Qajarids'reign. 

The Hasht Behesht or eight paradises, so named because it is composed of four 

pavilions each with two storeys, is set on a marbled-faced foundation course. Mirza 

Muhammad Tunukabuni' s Qisas al- Ulama, cited in McChesney, noted, "the Qisas al-

(ulama' says that another painting of the incident was executed on the walls of the 

Hasht Behesht Palace (or Hasht Dar-e Behesht Palace, as Tunukabuni calls it) in 

Isfahan".15 The words Hasht Behesht were used in Persian poems by Amir Khosrow 

10 See Honarfar, "honar v mardoom", p. 14. 
II See Blake, "HalftheWorld", p. 72. 
12 Lockhart, "The fall of the Safavi . .. ", p. 481. 
13 De Bruin, "Voyages de Corneille Ie Srun", vol. II, p. 133. 
14 Honarfar, "honar v mardoom", p. 14. 
15 McChesney, "Four Sources on Shah Abbas's Building of Isfahan", p. 120. See also McChesney, note 
number 57, on page 128, Mirza Muhammad Tunukabuni, Qisas al-Ulama, p. 237, (wa surat-i an majUs 
wa shir-ra dar 'imarat-i hasht dar-I bishisht [bihishtJ dar Isfahan bih haman kayfiyat-i wuqu yafth bud 
dar diwar kashidand ), p. 128 
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Dehlavi in response to Nezami Ganjavi's Haft paykar, in 1301. Amir Khosrow's 

description, however, refers also to architectural typology that presumably still existed 

in the Sasanian period. However, there is another definition of Hasht Behesht. The 

description of paradise was further elaborated by the philosophers and Sufis who 

considered the eighth paradise to be the highest garden, that is, the Garden of Eden. 16 In 

the present day, all of the Safavid buildings around the country are under renovation. 

For the development of the tourism industry, and the encouragement of national and 

international tourists, in the current year two of the large organisations of the Cultural 

Heritage and the Tourism Organisation of Iran have merged. At Isfahan, Ali Qapu, 

Chehel Sotun, Hasht Behesht and all of the Safavid houses at Julfa, among them Marta 

Peters and Sookiassian Houses, are under renovation. The accurate date of the octagonal 

Hasht Behesht's construction is not specified, but doubtless it was 1669-70, in Shah 

Solaiman's reign. Probably the construction began some twenty years after the 

completion of the Chehel Sotun palace. 

The most recent restorations of the pavilion were by IsMEO, for the National 

Organisation for the Conservation of HistOlic Monuments of Iran. The project was 

completed two years before the revolution three decades ago in 1977. The wooden 

columns, walls, and internal and external decoration of the Hasht Behesht building were 

largely renovated for the first time. IsMEO followed historical evidence to accurately 

restore the building. They particularly used descriptions of the European travellers such 

as Chardin, De Bruin and the Safavid historians during Shah Soliman reign. 

Examination of the gratings of the monuments being restored, as well as those of other 

buildings, led to a series of general considerations on the function of those gratings, not 

only as pure decoration, but also as a screen between the inside and outside, or between 

one part of the building and another. In the same way, further observations were made 

about the geometric motifs of the gratings from the time of Shah Soliman. The methods 

were examined that the craftsmen of the Safavid period used for tracing and 

constructing decorative motifs. These methods are still in use in the present day, 

particularly by the Cultural Heritage Organisation restoration team. Ther decorative 

16 See Iranica, Definition of Hast Behest. (As well as in Muslim eschatological tradition, piemontese also 
found the origins of this kind of numerical model in a Christian symbolism linked to the concept of 
salvation; it reflects classic mathematics, in which the number seven was the first complete one and eight 
the first one that was "solid and plain," "corporeal," that is, three-dimensional (23; see the Ogdoade, in 
Valla, III, chap. XVIII, fo1.8r, and Quacquarelli; for architectural implications, see also Dolger). 
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motifs are often very large and have a very fine intricate pattern. Balustrades, wooden 

ceilings, windows and doors, brick ornamentation of flat architectural surfaces such as 

pishtagh, cylindrical or truncated-cone shapes and also moqarnas (stalactite work) were 

duplicated from the original. The most important element of the Hasht Behesht was its 

pictorial decoration. 
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4. 2. Hasht Behesht Pavilion Description 

Shah Solaiman constructed the Hasht Behesht pavilion in the Imperial Palace and a 

pavilion in the Abbasabad or Hezar Jarib Chahar Bagh. Hasht Behesht was built in the 

middle of a lush garden, on the edge of a rectangular pool with a fountain (Fig. 282). 

The garden adjoined Chahar Bagh Avenue, covering an area of 400x320 metres. l In 

1704-7, during the period of Shah Housain, part of the garden was destroyed to make 

way for the Sultani Madrasa (Sultani School), located almost opposite the College of 

the Mother of the Shah. The design of Hasht Behesht pavilion is of eight rooms 

arranged around a central hall. The central room represented the sun, and the eight 

rooms stood for the eight paradises from Islamic mythology or else refer to the eight 

vestibules.2 Hasht Behesht has a rectangular plan with chamfered comers and is two-

storied (Figs 280-281). It takes the form of a "bevelled rectangle of c.27 m. by 30 m., 

with a maximum height of about 16 m., is crammed a remarkable variety of spaces large 

and sn1all, open and close-and all with no sense of crowding".3 The building presents 

four fayades with two levels of arcades (Figs 283-284, 285-286, 287). In all four comers 

of the building within the chamfer are windows, which also like other comers have tiled 

spandrels (Fig. 288). The octagonal structure of the pavilion, created by the chamfers, 

was typical of many Safavid houses and pavilions in the capital. As with all Safavid 

pavilions of this type, the architecture of Hasht Behesht is lightweight, and consists 

chiefly of wooden structures and thin plastered walls on a brick core. The plinth of the 

pavilion is 1.60 m above the ground, and, similar to the Chehel Sotun palace, this plinth 

is covered with cut ashlars stones (Fig. 289). It seems that Hasht Behesht and Chehel 

Sotun's plinths are above the ground probably because of their locations, which are 

close to the Zayanderud (River). It featured open halls on the east, west, and north. The 

principal entrance lies to the north; the aiwan opens over the total height of the building, 

as do those to the east and west. It has four verandas, and with the cycle of the sun, the 

pavilion is reflected in the water of the pool, which is located in front. Verandas lead to 

a central hall, and open in all four directions. The two verandas are on the sides, and two 

wooden columns support their roofs; these columns stand on stone bases. The capitals 

of the columns are decorated with wooden moqarnes or stalactite work (Figs 290-291). 

1 Stierlin, "Islamic Art and Architectw-e", p. 148. 
2 Hashti or vestibules. The Hasht Behesht was chosen to attribute the elegances of this pavilion to 
supernatural and supersecular aspects. 
J Hillenbrand, "Islamic Architecture", p. 433. 
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Fig. 282. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. View from the south. 

Fig. 283. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht, n-east section (after Ferrante, Fig. 4, 1965). 

i j . i '; 

Fig. 284. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht, n-west section (after Ferrante, Fig. 5, 1965). 
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Fig. 285. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. North fa~ade (after Ferrante, Fig. 6, 1965). 

Fig. 287. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. South fa~ade (after Ferrante, Fig. 8, 1965). 
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Fig. 288. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. A comer of the second floor, view from the south-east 

Fig. 289. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. The plinth, view from the south 
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Fig. 290. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Moqarnas capital 

Fig. 291. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Stone base 
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With the abundance of plane trees and pines, it seems that the columns came mostly 

from trees in the Nightingale Garden (Fig. 292). The greatest damage to the wooden 

structures of pavilion has come from termites. This problem, at the time of this research, 

jeopardises the wooden parts of Hasht Behesht. The verandas are decorated with 

countless pieces of mirrors. These mirror pieces were probably an indirect form of light 

distribution at night, with the reflections of the candlelight (Fig. 293). In daylight, 

together with the dome windows and verandas, the pieces of mirrors technically 

provided the light for inside the building. The painting on the walls everywhere includes 

gold leaf, and it would have created a pleasant setting for the princes. The abundance of 

aiwans and reticular windows of different sizes provided fresh air and maintained the 

coolness of the gallery (Figs 294-295). These windows were designed in different 

shapes and the spandrel tiles were designed with bird and animal pictures (Figs 296-

297). There are fireplaces in the hall, at the entrance and in all the rooms on the ground 

and upper floors. The decorations around the fireplaces are of different styles. Some of 

the frames are painted with flowers. In the large ground-floor hall the fireplace frame is 

painted with gold and green colours (Figs 298-299). The water spout outside the 

building provides the exit point for the winter rainwater (Fig. 300). 

Most of the images on the tiles' depicted native Persian birds and plants; Persian botany 

was widely described by European travellers such as Tavernier and Kempfer. 4 The 

decoration outside highlights different cultural events of the Safavid era (Figs 301-302-

303-304). These events relate to hunting in the hunting grounds with hawks, and to 

other events which were entertainment for the young Safavid princes. In the Safavid 

period hunting was the principal sport and pleasure for the monarch. The Miankalee 

hunting groun.d near Ashraf by the Caspian Sea, of which a sketch was drawn by Della 

Valle showing the Shah and women during hunting, was a favourite place for Shah 

Abbas 1. 5 During Shah Safi 1's reign, on 18 October 1637 in Isfahan, Olearius noted, 

"Betimes in the morning the king sent the ambassadors word, that he would go 
with very few person about him, a crane-hunting ... At night, he sent to entreat 

4 Kempfer 's research about Persian native plants: "Plantarum Persicarum Rudisstum delinetaio Guam 
descriptio fspahani, 1685, Men S May". See also Tavernier, "Les six voyages de Jean Tavernier en 
Turquie, en Persie ... aves les figures , les poids, et la valeur des Monnies, Enrichis des cartes, plan et 
figures vol. 4, Paris, 1676". 
5 See Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", pp. 172-173. 
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Fig. 292. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. A tree in the nightingale garden. T 
~Fig. 293. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Veranda ceiling decoration. 



Fig. 294. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Second-floor gallery, view from the north. 

Fig. 295. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Veranda, second-floor aiwan, view from the south. 
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Fig. 296. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Spandrel tile decoration, bird picture. View from the garden. 

Fig. 297. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Reticular window, view from the garden. 

261 



Figs. 298-299. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Fireplace and its frame . 
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Fig. 300. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Water spout, view from the south. 

Fig. 301. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Spandrel tiles, view from the garden. 
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Fig. 302. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Spandrel tiles, animal and falcon picture. View from the garden 

Fig. 303. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Spandrel tiles, bird and flower picture. View from the garden. 
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Fig. 304. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Spandrel tiles angel picture. View from the garden. 

the ambassadors to come only with six persons along with them, to the hunting 
of the drake and wild-goose . . . The next day was our greatest day for sport, the 
king having ordered to be brought to the field, a great number of hawks, and 
three leopards taught to hunt ... The king sent betimes in the morning to invite 
us to go a pidgeon-hunting ... they say, that Schach-Tams I [Shah Tahmasp I], 
having kill'd two thousand of those beasts at one hunting, emply'd their horns in 
that building". 6 

It seems that hunting as a social sport was in vogue during the Safavid period and that it 

therefore influenced architectural design, especially that of the houses and pavilions 

which, like Hasht Behesht, were designed for pleasure. Consequently, the king's 

invitations to ambassadors had deep roots in the culture of that period. The spandrel 

tiles of the Hasht Behesht pavilion can be regarded as a visual mirror of that period's 

culture. They were a continuation of the Safavid dynasty's culture in Persia, which, 

during Shah Safi 1's period, about thirty-two years before Hasht Behesht's construction, 

was reflected and described by Olearius. 

As has been noted earlier, the well-proportioned octagonal pavilion was intended as a 

pleasure palace for the king and young princes. Its name, Hasht Behesht, whether it is a 

rectangle with chamfered comers or octagonal, as the metaphor for pleasure, appears in 

6 Olearius, "The voyages and travells of the Ambassadors", pp.210-211, 224. 
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poems by the Persian poet Khaqni, but as an architectural form, it refers to a particular 

kind of pavilion in the fifteenth century. The earliest such building, it seems, was the 

Herat Timurid building, which was called Hasht Behesht. This pavilion at Isfahan is the 

only remaining example of Safavid royal garden pavilions used both for official and for 

private purposes. It seems that during the Safavid era, pavilion construction increased. 

During his visit, Olearius noted, "many rich merchants build, in their gardens, summer-

house, or a kind of gallery or hall, which is enclosed with row of pillars, whereto they 

add, at the four comers of the main structure, so many with-drawing-rooms, or 

pavilions".7 The Nightingale Garden, in which Hasht Behesht is located, contained 

various trees such as mulberry, plane trees and poplars. From Holtzer's old photography 

from the Qajar period, it seems that the trees were not as bushy as they had been during 

the Safavid era or indeed at present (Figs 305-306).8 However, about forty years before 

Holtzer's photographs, Ker Porter, during his visit to Isfahan in 1820, noted, 

"The prevailing plan of them all, is that of long parallel walks, shaded by even 
rows of tall and umbrageous planes, the celebrated Chinar-tree, of which the 
Persian are so fond, and which grows here in great perfection ... through this 
wood we descried, at various opening, the different palaces which belonged to 
each of these Hasht Behesht. They appeared glittering, at the bottom of the 
garden aisles, and amongst the foliage, like so many gay pavilions raised by 
enchantment; but when we drew nearer, the spell dissolved. We found gorgeous 
structure, indeed, but of too heavy and discordant a taste, to be of such spiritual 
architecture. A close inspection reminded me of a cumbrous style of building 
much in vogue about a hundred and fifty years ago, in Holland and England; a 
monstrous union of the Grecian with the Saracenic taste: and here it was loaded 
with every species of external ornament, in gilding, carving, painting, and 
looking glass". 9 

Another point in Ker Porter's description is that probably several pavilions in that 

garden and elsewhere were known as Hasht Behesht, because he ascribed to each of 

them the name Hasht Behesht. From Ker Porter's description it may be deduced that 

probably many of the Safavid pavilions were ruined during the Qajar era. Ker Porter's 

descriptions are totally different from the descriptions of other Europeans who had 

visited Persia centuries before his arrival in Isfahan. He compared Hasht Behesht with 

7 Olearius, "The voyages and travells of the Ambassadors", p. 219. 
8 The German Ernst Holtzer was Isfahan's telegraph company director (1242/1826-1275/1858), in the 
Qajar period. See "Holtzer, Ernst, "Persiien vor 113 Jahren" Text und bilder 1. Teil: Esfahan. 
Zusammengestelt und iibersetzt von Mohammad Assemi. Publikation des kultur-und kunstministeriums 
zentrum for die Persische Ethnologie. 
9 Ker Porter, "Travels", vol. I, pp. 411-412. 
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Fig. 305. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. (Photo: Holtzer, "Persien Vor 113 Jahren". Qajar, period 1863.) 

Fig. 306. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. (Photo: H6ltser, "Persian Vor113 Jahren". Qajar period, 1863.) 
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European buildings in Holland and England. Safavid architectural design, however, was 

regional, and had deep roots in culture and mythical background. However, at the time 

of its construction the relationship between Persia and Europe was stronger than it had 

been in the past. There is no question that the ornaments and especially the paintings 

were influenced by European art when Isfahan became the Safavid capital and the 

strong and close political relationship developed between Abbas I and Europe. 

There is no further evidence frOln other European travellers to indicate influential 

architectural relations between the Safavid and European design of the pavilions. The 

concept of a palace in Iran is also totally different from what it is in Europe. The Iranian 

concept of a palace had little to do with its European equivalent. Even the French 

traveller Chardin, who lived for more than ten years in Isfahan, one and half centuries 

before Ker Porter, did not draw any comparisons between this pavilion and the 

European style. Chardin, who lived in Isfahan for many years and had an eye for 

architecture, waxed lyrical about Hasht Behesht. He is cited by Hillenbrand as stating, 

"I cannot stop myself from saying that when one walks in this place expressly made for 

the delights of love and one sees all these rooms and riches one's heart is so affected 

that to speak frankly one always leaves with regret". 10 

Indeed, as an ornamental masterpiece of colourful extravagance, Hasht Behesht is a 

decorative indulgence, appealing to the luxury characteristic of the contemporary 

Safavid court. It is a symbol of the decadence of the ruling kings of that dynasty, and a 

symbol of the remarkable architectural period. From the principal entrance an octagonal 

basin is to be seen centrally located in the middle of a capacious hall. Sixteen drains are 

located around the basin with two drains on each side. In the middle of the basin there is 

a stone jet for water (Figs 307-308). The floor of the hall has checkerboard patterned 

mosaic tile work. In the southern alcove is a fireplace where there is another basin with 

a carved relief of flowers in a grid design. On the netting flower design there are also 

very tiny flower and bird images. In the centre appear small holes. This is called the 

hoz-e morvarid (pearl font) (Figs 309-310). The symmetrical rooms around the hall on 

the ground floor are small. At about 30 cm, the rooms' floors are higher than the floor 

of the hall. 

10 Hillenbrand, "Islamic Architecture", p. 433. 
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Fig. 307. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. The lantern, dome's moqamas and pool. View from the east. 'Y 
~Fig. 308. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Pool in the hall, view from the south. (photo by Dario 

Mazda, 2005). 



Figs. 309-310. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Pearl font . 
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At the time of this research, Hasht Behesht, as well as other Safavid buildings, is under 

renovation, with the restoration of fresco paintings. The fresco painting has begun in 

some parts of the soffit under the arch and balconies, but this probably still needs a 

significant amount of time for completion (Figs 311-312). The other part of the pavilion 

painting is smooth for fresco painting (Figs 313-314). Most parts of the walls display 

flower and bird paintings (Figs 315-316). These birds and flowers were originally the 

work of Mu'in, a painter under Shah Sulaiman and a pupil of the Riza Abbasi. The 

decoration of the walls with the paintings was his work. Ingeborg Luschey-Schmeisser, 

quoted by Blake, stated that Mu'in decorated the walls with paintings of imperial hunts, 

animal fights, and genii. Niches in the walls contained pots overflowing with flowers. II 

The painting and decoration of the pavilion are representations of pleasurable activities 

and feasts, and are harmonious with the trees, nightingales and the other birds of the 

garden. The reason for the name of the nightingale garden and paintings on the walls is 

probably that many centuries ago in Persian literature, poets such as Sadi, Khayam and 

Hafez frequently used the nightingale as a symbol of happiness and spring. For instance, 

Hafez 'wrote, "The rose has flushed red, the bud has burst, And drunk: with joy is the 

nightingale - Hail! Sufis! Lovers of wine, all hail! For wine is proclaimed to a world 

athirst". 12 Consequently, birds, and especially nightingales, have influences the 

decorations and paintings in books and later wall paintings, mostly in garden pavilions. 

The architecturally striking part of the building for visitors is the ceiling which is visible 

in the ground-floor hall. Reticular windows around the circle of a lantern on the top of 

the dome distribute the light and create harmony between the coloured moqarnas and 

other ornaments, especially pieces of mirrors. As a colourful umbrella, the lantern 

distributes soft light onto the niches (Figs 317, 318-319). Daylight, which is distributed 

by lanterns, reflects on small glittering stars in between the moqarnas, and in winter, on 

cloudy days, brings light into the hall. The ground floor and upper floor are linked by 

two staircases, which, as in other Safavid buildings, have edgings of wood. The rooms 

on the upper floor are painted, and the old carved wooden doors have flower paintings 

done in navy blue, brown and white, and are decorated with gold. 

II The Pictorial Tile Cycle of Hasht Behesht in Isfahan and Its Iconographic Tradition (Rome: IsMEO, 
1978), Ingeborg Luschey-Schmeisser. See Blake footnote: "Half the world", p. 71. 
12 Hafez. "Divan-e HaJez", p. 26. 
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Fig. 311. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Vault and pendentives, wall decoration . 

Fig. 312. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht, wall painting 
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Fig. 313. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Vault and pendentives, wall decoration. 

Fig. 314. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Vault and pendentives, wall decoration. 

273 



Fig. 315. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Flowers, wall painting. 

Fig. 316. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Bird and flowers in wall painting. 
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Fig. 317. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Lantern light and dome moqarnas decoration. 
(Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 

275 



Fig. 318. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Lantern decoration. (Photo by Dario Mazda, 
2005.) 
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Fig. 319. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Interior aiwan, upper section, view from pearl font. 
(Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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The gallery is illuminated by the light from the lantern windows and also by light from 

the windows around the building (Figs 320-321). The wooden ceiling, with its small 

pieces of mirrors, also distributes light onto the walls and their decoration. Thus 

reflection of light, especially from the pieces of mirror, brightens the moqarnas and the 

niches in the walls (Figs 322-323). The edging of the soffit is decorated with small 

pieces which are reticular and glittery, and it is light blue (Figs 324-325). In the ceiling, 

the ornamental dome has small glittery blue pieces and paintings (Figs 326-327). In 

each comer of the upper floor beside the gallery porches there are internal small aiwans 

which, on the top of the doors of the rooms, are decorated with the shape of elements 

that are the traditional moqarnas. This Persian and Safavid element has the shape of a 

bottle, vase or basin, based on the patterns of the Safavid era. They are mostly made of 

plaster and have a 2.30 cm diameter. At the time of this research, they were being 

abraded for fresco painting. The elements were also repeated on some of the arch 

soffits, especially on the upper floor (Figs 328, 329). 

On the roof of the building, the domes were covered by tiles. Originally they were 

probably covered by blue tiles, of which some are still to be found on the roof (Fig. 

330). The octagonal window lanterns have a small dome at the top, which by means of a 

water spout sprinkles water onto the main dome. There is also a three-curved small 

dome on the roof, which is on the three-sided threshold (Figs 331-332). Between the 

main dome and other small domes there are many chimney-stacks (Figs 333-334). On 

the face of the staircase doorway and some parts of the roof there is a lining with 

kahgel, which is a paste made of straw and mud. The reason for the use of kahgel during 

the Safavid era was not because it was cheap, but was because of its technical features. 

It is a thermal and acoustic insulator; the presence of countless tiny empty spaces in the 

paste prevents the propagation of heat, cold and sound waves. Secondly, it is decidedly 

elastic, and thirdly, it does not deteriorate readily.I3 

As has been discussed earlier, the garden and the design of the room's windows contain 

great diversity and complexity. Chardin's observations are particularly revealing on this 

pavilion. He mentioned that the decorations were expressly made for the delights of 

love. 

13 See Galdieri, "Esfahan: Ali Qapu", p. 64. 
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Fig. 320. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. An old wooden carved door. T 
~ Fig. 321. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Soffit under fresco 

painting. upper section. 



Fig. 322. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Upper mezzanine under fresco painting, (Photo by 
Dario Mazda, 2005. 

Fig. 323 . Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Soffit, traditional moqarnas 
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Figs. 324-325. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Soffit, upper floor reticular decoration, 
long view and close-up. 
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Fig. 326. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Ceiling decoration. 

Fig. 327. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Upper floor, vault and pendentives, wall decoration. 
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Fig. 328. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Traditional moqarnas and star, under fresco painting. 
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Fig. 329. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Upper mezzanine ceiling, soffit and wall under 
fresco painting. 

Fig. 330. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. An old coloured tile, on the roof of the building, 
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Fig. 331. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Lantern and dome roof 

Fig. 332. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Isometric view of the roof (after Hillenbrand, "Islamic 
Architecture", p. 434) 
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Fig. 333. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Chimney-stacks between central dome and the 
shallow domed roof 

Fig. 334. Isfahan. Hasht Behesht. Roof chimney-stacks and a shallow dome. 
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The best preserved features of the exterior and interior of the pavilion are the 

naturalness of the painting of flowers, birds, and events of romance. The window 

lanterns, the moqarnas, the vaulting of the rooms and the columns with silhouettes of 

vessel shapes together support Chardin's observations. This provides evidence for the 

significance of investment of Shah Solaiman in his capital Isfahan. 
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4. 3. History of Marta Peters and Sookiassian Houses, and Armenian Jolfa (JuIfa) 

Suburb in Isfahan 

Armenia had been long "trampled under foot" by the Turks.! During the war between 

the Ottoman and Persian Empires, the Ottomans frequently attacked and killed many of 

the Armenians on the border. According to Monshi, the suburb of Abbasabad on the 

west side of Isfahan, was built to provide housing for the colony of Tabrizis.2 Shah 

Abbas I arranged transportation of Armenians from several places so as not to leave 

Armenians on the borders with the Ottomans. This occurred during the campaign north 

of the Araxes (R. Aras) in the Cis-Caucasus and Annenia, in 1603. The bank of the 

Araxes is north of Tabriz. Isfahan's Julfa was established and named after the old town 

on the border. It seems that the people called it Abbasabad, because the land belonged 

to the Shah Abbas. Therefore, a large proportion of the Christian Julfa population from . 
the border transferred to the new capital, Isfahan, in the first years of the seventeenth 

century. At the time of urbanisation of Isfahan's Julfa in 1617, which occurred more 

than a decade after the transfonnation, Della Valle noted, 

"It is well built, with wide, straight streets, which are more beautiful than those 
of Julfa, because they were built later, with better design. However, the houses 
are all single-storey and poor (unlike the very rich and most ornate dwellings of 
Julfa), in conformity with the poverty of their owners, for the Giaours 
[Zoroastrian] are all poor".3 

From this report it seems that Julfa underwent some construction before the Armenian 

arrivals in Isfahan. Probably it was located outside Isfahan city and was occupied by 

Zoroastrians who lived in poor conditions in a village. Consequently the houses as well 

as the householders experienced poverty. According to writings from the Catholic 

Carmelite groups who were in residence at Julfa, the name is derived from that other 

Julfa on the river Araxes. 4 

During Herbert's visit in 1628 he noted, 

I Ker Porter, "Travels ", vol. II, p. 612. 
2 Monshi, "TAAS", vol. I, p. 536. 
3 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", p.137. (Giaurs, or in Della Valle's Italian, Gauri, living in Gauristan, was a 
reproachful term applied by Turks to nonbelievers, especially Christians. From the Persian gaur, giaour is 
an alternative form of guebre, meaning Zoroastrian, or fue-worshipper). 
4 "A Chronicle of the Carmelites in Persia", vol. II, p. 1072. 
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"The site of Jelphey [Julfa] resembles Pera, which is opposite to Constantinople, 
or as Southwark is to London; the river Zayanderud interposing ... Jelphey 
[Julfa] is governed by a peculiar Pod estate, an Armenian Christian Prince (as 
they style him), Hodge-Nazar [Khajeh Nazar] by name (though a merchant by 
profession), having superintendency over them".s 

Herbert and the English ambassador, Sir Dodmore Cotton, met Khajeh Nazar in Julfa. 

After the establishment of Julfa on the outskirts to the south across the Zayanderud 

(River), Khajeh Nazar's son was also the chieftain of Julfa. From the political and 

economical situation of Julfa it seems that Shah Abbas I strongly supported the 

Armenians in Isfahan. Shah Abbas attended the Epiphany celebrations on several 

occasions during his reign, as did his successors Shah Safi, Shah Abbas II and Shah 

Solaiman.6 Consequently, the promotion of the housing industry and construction of the 

aristocratic houses of Armenian merchants in Julfa probably began about fifteen years 

after the Armenians established themselves at Julfa, and also their growth and 

promotion continued up to the reign of Shah Housain. Over the years of one century, all 

the Christian groups in Isfahan built a number of churches. When Della Valle visited 

Julfa, there were ten churches in Julfa and two in Isfahan. 

In 1637, Olearius gave a description of the entertainment for the Duke of Holstein's 

ambassador in one of the Annenian houses, during his visit to Julfa. On 19 November 

of the same year, he also described the Armenian lord Seferas -beg [probably Sarfraz 

Beg Or Khajeh Sarfraz] when the ambassador visited him at Julfa. He noted, 

"Governor of Armenia, accompanie'd by his two Brothers, came to see the 
Ambassadors, with a design to make acquaintance, and contract Friendship with 
them ... Seferas-beg receiv'd the Ambassadors at the entrance of the Church ... 
The Body of the Church was adorn'd with several large Pictures ... Having done 
our Devotions, we got on horse-back again to go to the place where the 
entertainment was prepared for us. Seferas-beg conducted them, through a 
spacious arched gallery, into a great garden ... where we were entreated to sit 
down on the ground ... at this entertainment there was brought in Pork, and 
some other sorts of flesh ... to be conducted through a very noble apartment, 
into another hall, which look'd into the Garden. It was arched all about, and 
there were on the Walls certain pictures representing the Women of most 
Nations in the World ... Etemad DowIe, or Chancellor, made a great Feast for 
the Ambassador, in most fair Hall, which as soon as a man came to the entrance 
of it, wonderfully charm'd the Eye. For in the midst of the vestibulum, there was 

5 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", p. 137. (The pronunciation of the Julfa governor's name is Khajeh Nazar.) 
6 See Carswell, ''New Julfa", p. 7. 
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a great fountain, out of which came several spouts of water. The hall itself had 
on the upper part of it, towards the roof, several portraitures of women, cloath'd 
in several Modes, all done after some European Copies ... [In the city of Julfa] 
there are twelve churches, and above three thousand houses, equal, in point of 
building to the best the citie [city]. The inhabitants of this quarter are Armenian 
Christians, and most of them Merchants, and rich men".7 

For business reasons, the suburb of Julfa became the place for merchants' invitations. 

Most of the Europeans and other foreigners usually had their rendezvous in Julfa. 

Treaties for arts and trade were usually signed in that suburb. One must remember that 

the churches of Isfahan in general were located in Julfa, and Europeans and other 

Christian nations went to Julfa also for prayer and Sunday services. More than that, the 

Isfahan wine production was mostly under the supervision of Annenians. The 

receptions which Sarfraz usually held were for purposes of trade. The Julfa suburb was 

a multicultural junction not only for trade, but also because there it was a meeting place 

there of the decorative arts from all over the world. The architectural design and also the 

ornaments were probably influenced by different cultures. There is notable Safavid 

architecture in Julfa as well as in other suburbs of Isfahan, but the painting decoration 

was strongly of the European style. However, the painting in Julfa houses was a mixture 

of Persian, European and also ancient styles. 

Eighty-six years after the visit of Olearius, De Bruin visited Julfa in 1703. De Bruin 

described various matters of interest and noted, 

"The town or suburb of Julfa is divided into several parts, and particularly into 
the old and new colony. The old one, which they call Soeg-ga, is inhabited by 
the principal merchants ... New Julfa is higher up, and subdivided into several 
districts, (1) that of Gaif-rabaet or of koets, inhabited by stonecutters, who work 
for buildings and tombs; (2) that of Tabriese [Tabriz], full of weavers and 
artificers in stuffs, among whom are some Frenchmen; (3) that of Toest or of 
Samsba-baet, which belongs to the old colony, and is inhabited by merchants 
and artificers; (4) that of Eriwan, full of common people; (5,6, and 7) are called 
Nagt-siewaen, Siachsa-baen and kasket-sie; these are inhabited by the same, and 
all these people are called after the district they live in, without any other 
distinction. Old Julfa is much larger than all the other districts ... They have 
their own Kalantaer or burgoo-master, and their Betgoedaes or chiefs of districts 
.,. The old Julfa properly belong to the king's grand-mother, whom they call 
Nawash-ali .. . The principal buildings of Julfa are the churches, the chief of 
which is that of Anna-baet or of the bishop, concerning which, we shall declare 

7 Olearius, "The Voyages and Travells of the Ambassadors", vol. I, pp. 204-205, 212, 225 . 
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ourselves when we are to speak of the baptism of the cross ... We then went to 
Julfa to Mr Sahid's [Saeid] country house ... He received us and entertained us 
perfectly well, tho' we were above forty in number. The walks of his garden, 
which were full of candles, appeared most delightfully beautiful ... every where 
with conserves and all manner of sweat-meats, which are presented to you in 
painted wooden boxes, great beauty, and ~dorned with all sorts of flowers, of 
which the Persian have at times all been lovers ... The principal Annenians have 
some tolerably fine houses in the old Julfa. The chief of them is that of Hodshe-
minozes, whose great hall is all gilt, and painted with flowers and other 
ornaments, and has several looking glasses. The ceiling of it is vaulted, and 
divided into four compartments, in the middle of each [compartment] of which 
is a golden star, intermixed with some colours, and the walls of it are crusted 
with marble to the height of two or three foot. At the two ends of this hall there 
are niches full of festoons and foliages interwoven, of unspeakable beauty .,. 
There are some very fine houses in old Julpha [Julfa], which are inhabited by 
some of the most substantial amongst the Annenian merchants".8 

During the visit of De Bruin Julfa was divided, probably because of the new wave of 

Annenians who immigrated to Isfahan from different places on their own, because of 

their involvement in the silk business. Accordingly, these people mostly became rich. 

Most of these people had immigrated to Julfa from Nagt-siewaen and Eriwan 

[Nakhchivan and Erivan]. The above report clarifies the building industry in Julfa, but 

the report still contains unclear points. If the stonecutters for the tombs were Christian, 

accordingly the buyers would not have been Muslim because of the religion and the 

customs of that period of time. If stonecutters were Muslim, certainly the buyers would 

not have been Christians either. Zoroastrian religious beliefs were the basis of many of 

their laws. Therefore, the stonecutters and buyers could have been Christians resident in 

Julfa. In relation to the bridges and other structures, the government probably was the 

buyer. The differences between the people in Julfa did not cause problems in the social 

life in Isfahan. The old Julfa in that period of time attracted the first wave of Annenians, 

who immigrated to Isfahan during Abbas 1's period, to the area. 

France was the last European country to enter into political and economical relations 

with Persia, nearly at the end of the Safavid dynasty. As a result of that, some French 

artists or merchants probably travelled to Persia during the period of Shah Housain. 

However, Chardin was in Persia during the period of Solaiman. Like most of the 

Safavid buildings in Isfahan, there is no accurate date of the construction of the houses 

in the Julfa suburb. It seems that probably after several years of residence, Julfa's 

8 De Bruin, "Voyages de Corneille Le Brun", vol. I, pp. 219,225- 226,324. 
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inhabitants began to construct modem and aristocratic houses. However, the inhabitants 

of the new Julfa were wealthy. Not only Muslims and Armenians, but also Georgians, 

Jews and others were drawn there by the magnetic power of potential wealth. That was 

the important point of the building construction. 

Three decades after Herbert's report, it seems that most citizens of Isfahan had their 

own property and were rich enough to purchase a house. On the subject of the domiciles 

and the situation of the housing industry, Chardin wrote, 

"they never buy quite built, but rebuild it to the size which they would have it; 
making use of a proverb, that a house which a Man buy's quite built, is no more 
proper for his Family, than a gannent that he buy's ready made is fit for his 
body. There are few People in Persia who Rent Houses. The poorest sort are 
generally the Owners of the Houses wherein they dwell".9 

Most of the churches in Julfa were built in the first half of the seventeenth century. One 

must know that the Persian Christians, Jews, Zoroastrians and Muslims, and even those 

frorn other nations could purchase a house in Safavid Isfahan. Della Valle, during his 

residence in Isfahan, reported, "I have already purchased pavilions, horses, canlels and 

all that is needed; for since I must follow the camp that is with the court, I need to have 

all these things of my own".lO 

From the quantity of churches in the Julfa suburb, one can probably estimate the 

population growth and the growth of the housing industry. During Della Valle's visit 

(1617) in Julfa there were ten to thirteen churches, but when De Bruin wrote about his 

travels to Persia (1703), there were apparently between twenty-seven and thirty 

churches. From 1606 to 1728 many buildings were constructed. Among these, the major 

important buildings were the thirteen churches in Julfa (Fig. 335). 

9 Chardin, "Sir John Chardin's Travels in Persia", p. 195. 
10 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", p. 139. 
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ISFAHAN 

Tabriz 
Gharagel 
Tchorsu 
Kotcher 
Yakobdjanentz 
ABC Private houses 

I All Saviour's Cathedr~1 
2 St. James 

3 St. George 
4 The Chu rch of the 

Holy Mother of God 
St. Stephen 

St. John the Baptist 
7 St. Catherine 

8 Bethlehem Church 

9 St. Sargis 
10 St.Minas 

II St . Nerses 

12 St . Nicholas the PHriarch 

13 St. Gregory 
the l\Iu~ln.tor 

Fig. 335. Isfahan. General plan of Julfa, showing the position of the churches and private houses. 
(After Carswell, "New Julfa", Fig. 3, and p.18.) 

During his travels, De Bruin drew a general VIeW of Julfa in the early eighteenth 

century. In his drawing there is an indication of two houses of the chief Armenian 

merchants and some of the famous churches of the Safavid era. In the new Julfa suburb, 

with the growth of the population, building art was introduced. According to Carswell, 

"Arak' el mentions that all the stonemasons were chosen to be sent to Isfahan, where 

they were especially useful to the Persians for constructing new buildings".}l There is 

no doubt that the Armenians brought the regional arts of the Araxes Julfa to the new 

Julfa, but one must remember that the material and style of the Safavid buildings which 

currently can be seen at Julfa are evidence that the Armenians undoubtedly followed the 

Safavid architectural style in the new capital. The difference between the buildings of 

Araxes Julfa and Zayanderud Julfa was that n10st of the Armenian houses in Araxes 

Julfa were built with stone, but at Zayanderud Julfa they were built with bricks. Writing 

II See Carswell, "New Julfa", p. 4. 
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about the Persian houses that were not built of stone, Chardin asserted, "not because 

Stone is scarce, but because it is not a proper Material to build with in hot Countries".12 

Chardin was indicating the Persian houses in Isfahan or in the other cities which he 

visited, but in fact the Safavid houses in Dehdasht, which has a hot climate, were mostly 

built with stone. 13 There is no accurate date for the construction of the buildings in 

Dehdasht. Therefore, probably when Chardin lived in Persia the Dehdasht buildings had 

not been constructed or else Chardin did not travel to that region. 

The Armenians were mostly skilled people, and over a short period they improved the 

urban features in J ulfa. Churches and houses in J ulfa are evidence that the Armenians 

were undoubtedly gifted craftsmen. The arches and domes of the churches and also the 

design and materials, such as the bricks and moulding that were used for construction of 

the houses of Sookiassian and Marta Peters with their wooden columns and stalactites, 

can be viewed as an example that the new immigrants to Isfahan accepted Isfahan's 

architectural style, art and designs. On the other hand, the situation of Isfahan's Julfa 

with its gardens and water and also the climate was totally different from the conditions 

of the Araxes Julfa. That town was built at the foot of a great rocky mountain in very 

barren soil. Tavernier, quoted by Carswell, wrote "the stones were coapt unskilfully 

together without Mortar, so that the Houses were more like Caves than Houses". 14 This 

description probably was about the Julfa of the Araxes. The image and old style of 

Armenian architecture in not seen in the Isfahan Julfa architecture. Thus it seems that in 

Julfa across the river from Isfahan the Armenians developed their town much as they 

thought fit. The economical situation of the Armenians during the Safavid period, 

especially the loans and concessions they could obtain for the silk business in Isfahan, 

were probably the Inain support for the building development in Isfahan's Julfa suburb. 

Once again the number of churches in Isfahan's Julfa is the evidence that this suburb 

had a majority of Christian inhabitants at the beginning of the Armenian migration, and 

probably they could follow any kind of architectural design that they wished. However, 

the houses that the Annenians built for themselves follow closely the plan of Isfahan 

houses. In fact, they followed the new city's architectural design, but also were either 

12 Chard in, "Sir John Chardin's Travel in Persia", p. 257. 
13 See Appendix. 
14 Carswell, "New Julfa", pp.73-74. 
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set in a high walled garden or else built round an internal courtyard. The houses of 

Sookiassian and Marta Peters, which survive from the seventeenth or eighteenth 

century, and were built by Armenians, are examples of Safavid domestic architecture. 

For a long time these houses were uninhabited and neglected, but at the present time, 

with the Armenian community's agreement, they are included in the Isfahan University 

preservation undertakings. In Isfahan's Julfa the churches and houses were mostly built 

with materials such as brick, lllud-brick and plaster. Even inside the houses, the 

decoration included gilded stucco ornaments and tile friezes, which were used not only 

in the buildings of the suburb of Julfa but also in Ali Qapu, Chehel Sotun and Hasht 

Behesht in the palace area. 

The history of Persian architecture, especially the stone buildings such as Persepolis, 

Pasargaid palaces and also Naqsh-e Roustam Fire-temple, demonstrates that 

stonemasonry has deep roots in Persian architecture. Isfahan's Julfa is closer to 

Persepolis than Araxes Julfa. However, Isfahan's buildings are not a continuation of the 

ancient architecture of either Persepolis or Araxes Julfa. It also needs to be noted that at 

present, the locality of stonecutters in Julfa is still known by the original word of 

Kocher, which means in1n1igrant. Mostly the stonecutters arrived in the second wave of 

immigrants. The first wave of imllligrants built huge numbers of houses in Julfa. 

Armenian merchants also built many pavilions, but few of these now remain. Most of 

the houses were in kouch-e Sangterash-ha (Stonecutters Alley) and Tabrizi-ha allay. 

The old Julfa seems to have been bigger than other parts of the suburb. Old Julfa, 

according to De Bnlin in 1703 "contains near two thousand families, of which are those 

of some of the most wealthy, and most considerable merchants".15 Two seventeenth-

century merchants' houses are located beside St Catherine's Church. The Marta Peters 

and Sookiassian houses, which are located in Hakim Nezami Street, are at present in a 

reasonable state of preservation, through the activities of the University of Isfahan. 

During Abbas 1's period, Julfa was connected to the centre of the city by a bridge over 

the Zayanderud (river) which was called Julfa Bridge, but because the famous Shah 

Abbas I army general, Alaverdi Khan, built that bridge it was later called Alaverdi 

I<han. It had forty arcades, but at present there are only thirty-three arcades. 

15 De Bruin, "Voyages de Comeille Le Brun",vol. I, p. 225. 
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Consequently, this bridge is now known as Siuse paul, which means thirty-three 

arcades. This bridge is 295 metres long and around 14 metres wide, and was built in 

1603. During Shah Housain' s time, De Bruin described the bridge of Alaverdi Khan as 

forty paces long and seventeen broad, and built of large stones. In fact although the 

foundation material is stone the upper part is built of brick (Fig. 336). 

Fig. 336. Isfahan. Siosepol or Alaverdi Khan Bridge. Zayand-e-roud (River) 

Another bridge, which is called Khaja, was also built during Abbas II's reign, in 1650, 

with tile decoration. During the first year of Solaiman's rule, Chardin visited Khaja and 

the other bridges and noted, "Separated from the city only by a River, over which he 

[the king] made several large and magnificent Bridges".16 In fact the Khaja Bridge, 

which was also called Bigler Beg and the Hassan Abad Bridge, was built by Abbas II. 

16 Chardin, "The Coronation of Solyman III", p. 78. 
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His purpose was to make a connection between the suburb of Khajo and the Hassan 

Abad gate with Takht Foulad, which was the road to the city of Shiraz in that period. 

During his visit, De Bruin also described and drew those bridges. One of the bridges 

which De Bruin described was Pol-e Shahrestan. This bridge, which was located four 

kilometres east of Isfahan, was probably built before Islam times in the Sasanian era. 

During the Seljuk period it was renovated. Recently this bridge was again renovated and 

the Isfahan exhibitions originated in this place. 

Most of the foundations of Isfahan bridges, as mentioned before, are of stone. Amongst 

the immigrants froin the Araxes Julfa there were journeyman stonecutters. It is likely 

that Armenian stone-carvers and builders participated in constructing the groundwork of 

the bridges. In 1667, during Shah Solainlan's period, Julfa's bridges, river and gardens 

were among the places that the King and his wives preferred to visit. 17 

The houses and also the churches of J ulfa are full of tile work decorations and paintings. 

An unanswered question about these is, who were the builders and artists of the 

Christian Julfa suburbs buildings? Were the builders and artists Muslims or Christians? 

There is no direct historical reference that indicates the identity of the builders and 

artists, but the relnaining buildings, with their tiles and painting, provide evidence that 

among the Annenians were practising architects and artists. However, European 

painters were also living in Julfa. On the other hand, the domes of the Julfa churches 

and wooden pillars of the houses with moqarnas (stalactites) are typical Safavid 

designs. 

Perhaps here it is necessary to Inention the historical meaning of "old" and "new" in this 

context. The confusion about the words old and new occurs because some readers 

consider that the old was Araxes and the new was the Zayanderud (river) Julfa. At the 

beginning of the Armenians' decamplnent it was called so, but later it was not. In fact, 

old Julfa and new Julfa were later both used to refer to called the Isfahan Julfa. The old 

referred to the locality of the first wave of Armenian immigrants who came to Isfahan 

during the period of Abbas I, in 1604. The new Julfa referred to the residences of the 

immigrants who arrived in Isfahan during Abbas II's period; mostly these Armenians 

17 See Chardin, "The Coronation of Solyman III", pp. 77-78. 
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were rich and involved in inten1ational trade. Probably the Julfa houses were large and 

could entertain up to forty people. Accordingly, the design of the Armenian pavilion 

was a duplicate of the pavilions of the palace area. 

The first district of Julfa, which is the southern district, consists of a large street which 

during the Safavid period was inhabited by Gabr (Zoroastrians). The ceilings of the 

houses are vaulted, as are those of some of the churches. There are no significant 

differences in the decoration and building materials. This method is common to Safavid 

houses and pavilions. In fact, the ceiling decoration of these houses seems to be more or 

less like that of the Chehel Sotun pavilion in Qazvin. There is a different kind of star 

decoration such as the Star of David and another hexagon in most of the Safavid 

pavilions. The n10st spacious part of the Safavid houses or pavilions is the hall. It seems 

that the Sookiassian House, which is located in Hakim Nezami Street in the Sangterash-

ha and Tabrizi-ha alley, was built in 1655 during the period of Shah Abbas II. There is 

no indication of the accurate date of constnlction of the Marta Peters House, but 

according to a chart which was extracted from Carswell's "New Julfa", and also 

according to Motaghi ' s thesis, this house was built in the Safavid era. As exemplars of 

Julfa's buildings of the seventeenth century only the churches and some older houses 

remain to this day. 

The wall paintings and the panels in Isfahan's churches and houses can be attributed to 

local and foreign European artists. Such local and foreign artists flourished in Julfa's 

buildings of the seventeenth century. Atnongst the pictures and also in painting, Italian 

and Dutch art is clearly visible. All these pictures must have been acquired by Armenian 

merchants on their travels to Europe. On the other hand, Julfa itself had a flourishing 

school of manuscript illumination in the seventeenth century. Some of the paintings are 

of traditional subjects. One must remember that European artists were employed by 

Safavid monarchs, and especially at the tilne of the establishment of Julfa during the 

period of Shah Abbas 1. As mentioned earlier, one of these artists was the Flemish 

painter who accOlnpanied Della Valle from Venice to Persia. Not only Jan van Hasselt, 

who also painted Abbas 1's palace by the Caspian Sea, Ashraf, but also many European 

artists in Isfahan used to live in the suburb of Julfa. Consequently they would have 

naturally come into contact with local artists. There was an Armenian painter in the 

seventeenth century nan1ed Minas who studied in Aleppo with European artists. There 
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are also many Arn1enian gravestones in Julfa cemetery, which indicate the name of the 

person buried and after the second nan1e, the profession of the Annenian during and 

after the Safavid era. Among these there are names and professions such as Ustad 

(Master) Megredich-ha, or Megredich-ha, architect; Amaleh (Labourer), Howakim; 

Labourer Awakiha; Labourer Margos; Labourer Haroton; Sarkis, labourer, Nazar, 

labourer; Elias, labourer; Gregory, labourer; sang chin (restorer), Haraton Markari; 

Arakel Carpathian, sangterash (stonecutter). As has been mentioned earlier, some of the 

Annenians in Julfa were experts in stonecutting. Mostly they lived in Abasabad, which 

was the centre of the Tabriz and Azerbaij ani masters. Most of the houses and pavilions 

in the Julfa suburb were probably constructed and also painted by Annenian architects. 

The Sookiassian house was painted with figures in Persian and European costume. At 

the present time the interior and exterior of this house are under renovation. The house 

was built in 1655 by the Annenian translator for the English ambassador, who is 

represented with his wife in the main room. On the other hand the plan and the position 

of the Sookiassian house suggest that it was the house of the chief Annenian merchants. 

During his visit in 1703, De Bruin drew a view of Isfahan and marked the number 4 in 

Julfa (Fig. 337) to represent this house. This house closely corresponds to the traveller 

De Bruin's description of Khodja Minas house in Julfa. 18 

Most of the houses that were built during the reIgns of Shah Abbas II and Shah 

Solaiman had decorations like those of the Hasht Behesht pavilion. They had gilded 

halls painted with flowers and other ornaments. Most of the houses, as well as all the 

Safavid pavilions, had vaulted ceilings, and were also divided into four compartments. 

With regard to the painting and decoration of the houses of Julfa, De Bruin also 

described it in the same way, and noted that upon the walls there were six pictures in 

niches, as large as life; he mentioned that they were of men and women, and four of 

them were represented in the Spanish habit. 19 Consequently it might be deduced that 

Julfa's merchants' houses were mostly painted by European artists, who usually lived in 

Julfa. 

18 See Carswell, "New Julfa", pp. 21-24, 65-66. 
19 See De Bruin, "Voyages de Corneille Ie Bruin", vol. 1, p. 201. 
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Fig. 337. Isfahan. General view of Julfa suburb in 1703. (After Bruin, "Voyages de Corneille Le Brun". (4) House of the chief Annenian merchants. (5) Dominican church. 
(6) St. John's church. (7) Episcopal Church of St. John with a small tower. (8) The Marke~ Church. (9) St. Mary Church. (19) Christians cemetery. 
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However, with regard to this circumstance, it was mentioned earlier that there were 

local artists and aITIong thenl Annenian artists who learned the European style of art 

from the European artists. One must remember that the cultural diversity of Persian art, 

which is reflected in the design and images of Persian rugs, and the bird and tree 

designs of Persian nliniatures were probably a new experience for European artists and 

were reflected in those arts. Once again it is necessary to remember that the Safavid 

wave of painting had roots in Herat, Tabriz and Qazvin and, with the transfer of the 

Safavid capital fron1 Qazvin, canle to Isfahan. 

The Marta Peters, Sookiassian and other Safavid houses in Julfa have been victims of 

municipal enterprise in the form of a new road driven through the heart of Julfa from 

north to south. However, because they are sacred buildings, the Christian churches, 

more than the houses of Julfa, as well as the Muslim mosques, more than the palace and 

pavilions in Isfahan, still remain and are in good condition. Most of the Safavid 

buildings were denlolished during the Qajarid period by Ze1 aI-sultan. At present, in 

J ulfa, as in all the suburbs of Isfahan, the historical Safavid buildings are indebted to 

Isfahan University and the Cultural Heritage Organisation for their existence and 

endurance. 
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4. 4. Marta Peters House Description 

Marta Peters house is located in Hakim Nezami Street in Julfa, bordering Church Street 

and Mehrdad Street (Figs 338-339). The houses of Julfa in general have the same design 

and shape as other Isfahan houses from the Safavid period. However, the design of the 

Marta Peters house is different from that of the other Safavid period houses (Figs 340-

341, 342-343). It seems that its general design has undergone alterations over the course 

of time, and also that in general it was designed as a summerhouse villa, which was 

built in the middle of a garden. However, the \vinter part is opposite the house, and part 

of the house was demolished due to construction of the road. The area is about 456 

square metres. 

The original parts of building are the Safavid structure. It is a two-storey house, which 

has aiwans both on the east and the west. The walls and external decorations have 

glazed bricks (Figs 344-345, 346). The ceilings, like those in the houses of other 

wealthy Safavid people, are decorated with moqarnas. The internal walls are decorated 

with ornalnents and paintings which are made of plaster. The pictures of angels and also 

the paintings are decorated with pieces of mirror. Like other Safavid houses of the 

capital, the Marta Peters house is also decorated with traditional moqarnas vaults, 

which replicate the shapes of flasks and bottles as original design in the form of 

negatives. The material used for the decorations, such as Safavid and traditional 

moqarnas, stucco relief and bed moulding, is plaster. This house was built in a garden 

and faced north. Therefore, the light that illuminated the house would COlne from the 

four comers. In the four comers of the house there are also roonlS which are connected 

to the principal part of the house and its aiwans. Under the south aiwan there is an 

underground store, which is illuminated by windows from the centre of an aiwan. The 

walls of the store were built with cooked bricks and mortar. On the west side of the 

house there is an aiwan on both sides of which are two rooms (Fig. 347). It seems that 

the building experienced many changes after its construction. On the south side of the 

courtyard there are sIn all rooms with step leading up to them. There is also an aiwan in 

the south, which at present is blocked. The external design of the house is decorated 

with bricks and has wooden windows with glass. On the rear side, the stucco elements 

are of a paste made froln straw and mud, which is called kahgel, used because the straw 

and mud combination comprises a thermal and acoustic insulator and is also decidedly 
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Figs. 338-339. Isfahan. Marta Peters House location, (Street drawing by Ramin Dehgani), 
photo (after Ganjnameh, Vol. 4, Fig 103, p. 147/34). 
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Fig. 340. Isfahan. Marta Peters House. Plan, first floor (after Ganjnameh, Vol. 4, p. 
148/33). 
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Fig. 341. Isfahan. Marta Peters House. Plan, second floor (after Ganjnameh, 
Vol. 4, p. 149/32). 
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Fig. 342. Isfahan. Marta Peters House. Section A-A, B-B, C-C, D-D (after Ganjnameh, Vol. 4, pp. 
150/31-152/29). 
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Fig. 343. Isfahan. Marta Peters House. Tri-dimensional projection 
(after Ganjnameh, Vol. 4, p.147/34) . 
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Figs. 344-345. Isfahan. Marta Peters House. View of southern fayade. (Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 346. Isfahan. Marta Peters House. Southern fayade (photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 347. Isfahan. Marta Peters House. Southern fayade (photo by Daria Mazda, 2005 .) 
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elastic. As Galdieri noted in relation to Hasht Behesht pavilion, the reason for the use of 

kahgel in Safavid buildings is that its coefficient of expansion and its elasticity differ 

considerably from those of ordinary plaster, and allow the kahgel to cope with sudden 

changes in the surface to which it adheres.! The plaster on part of the walls facing the 

main door is also of red earth clay, which was newly finished (Fig. 348). In the main 

hall, on the centre of the dome there are moqarnas. The north side of the dome is also 

decorated with moqarnas. The design of the moqarnas in the central point of the dome 

comprises halves of five-pointed stars? As was mentioned earlier, houses in Julfa and 

among them, the Marta Peters house, were victims of municipal engineering town-

planning, and this house lost a part of its walls due to engineering works on Hakim 

Nezami Street. 

The main entrance to the courtyard seems to have changed. The diagonal design of the 

building plan is probably evidence for this allegation. On the other hand, at present the 

Marta Peters house is not used as a residential house and it is occupied by the Faculty of 

the Arts; as a result some changes are probably new. By comparing old photographs of 

the cortile rectangular pool, which was large, and the photographs which were taken at 

the time of this research, it seems that the rectangular pool was at some time changed to 

a small pool, which is in the front of the aiwan (Figs 339, 345). Probably the reason for 

the change made to the pool was that the building is used as a faculty office. On the 

other hand, the reason for using this house for the faculty office is also probably its 

abundance of rooms and salons, which is shown by the number 17 in the building plan 

(Figs 340-341). Accordingly, the traffic of students and staff in one of the largest cities, 

Isfahan, could be the reason for the rebuilding of the pool to a smaller scale. Because 

this house is used at present as a busy public facility, probably the next elements of this 

historical building to fall "victim" were the doors and windows. However, there is no 

evidence of the originality of the doors. Internally and also externally, especially the 

fresco paintings and the wall plaster are under renovation. Among the aiwans, the 

white-coloured aiwan which is opposite the pool is not in harmony with the red bricks. 

There is no evidence that the original colour of the wall was white, or that the doors and 

windows were grey. It seems that these changes mostly occurred in the Qajar period, 

I See Galdieri, "Esfahan: Ali Qapu", p. 64. 
2 At the time of this research, the dome decorations were under fresco paint, which created difficulty in 
taking the photos. 
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Fig. 348. Isfahan. Marta Peters House. Kahgel plaster of the wall, view from main door. 
(Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005 .) 
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especially in a part of the east comer of the house. The restoration work on the Safavid 

houses of Marta Peters and Sookiassian is being carried out at the present time by the 

Faculty of Building Restoration of Isfahan University, under the supervision of the 

Cultural Heritage Organisation of Isfahan. At the present time, among the Safavid 

houses in Isfahan, J ohni House (also known as Marta Peters house) and the Sookiassian 

House both stand in Julfa. 3 

Because, people from different countries all around the world were living in Julfa, in 

addition to the Armenians and Persians, the houses were decorated in different painting 

styles. Like the Persians, the Armenians appear to have been fascinated by European 

costumes, and several examples of figures dressed in the European style are to be seen 

in the paintings on the walls of their houses in Julfa.4 

3 One of the family members of the original founder of Marta Peters house, was Johni. He lived during 
the nineteenth century and his portrait is still kept in the family albums in Isfahan. (See Mohammad 
Karim Mottaghi's thesis , p. 48, at University of Art, The faculty of Pardis, Isfahan.) At present, Marta 
Peters house belongs to the University. 
4 See Carswell. "New Julfa", p .l O. 
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4. 5. Sookiassian House Description 

The Sookiassian or Soukias House was built during the Safavid period. It was located in 

Hakim Nezami Street, at the end of Tabriziha Street, and on the comer of Agha Davari 

Alley (Figs 349-350). The principal aiwan faced to the north. It has a courtyard in the 

front and a backyard at the rear of the building. There is no accurate date for its 

construction, but from the historical description and also from the design, it was 

probably was built in the period of Shah Abbas II, about 1655. 1 During his visits to 

Persia (April 1703) De Bruin drew a landscape of Isfahan and showed the Chahar Bagh 

Avenue and also the suburb of Julfa and its churches. In that landscape De Bruin 

indicated different figures with numbers. He drew Maydan Shah or Naqsh-e Jahan 

Square, which is an historical architectural document of the Safavid period. He was in 

Isfahan during Shah Housain' s time. Centuries later his historical drawing shows the 

circumstances and the changes from the old days to the present (Figs 188-189). De 

Bruin distinguishes mountains, the new royal garden, the Zayanderud (River), 

Hezarjarib, the Bridge of Allaverdi Khan or Siosepol, and also the Muslim and 

Christian cemeteries of Isfahan. Among all the churches and other buildings, De Bruin 

has indicated a house as belonging to one of the chief Annenian merchants of Julfa. 

That house, which De Bruin showed by the number 4, and which is not far from the 

churches, is probably the same house which at present is known as the Sookiassian 

house (Fig. 337). De Bruin's drawing also shows that the historical Chahar Bagh of the 

Safavid changed in appearance to what it is at present (Fig. 211).2 The Sookiassian 

House stands at the end of a garden, which was rectangular. Around four decades ago, 

Carswell, who was conducting research into the churches in Julfa, visited this house and 

recorded that "The entrance from the street is through an imposing gateway".3 The 

street which Carswell nlentioned is in the Tabriziha quarter, and is called Tabriziha 

Street (Fig. 335). The reason for the nalne is that the people who lived in this quarter 

had emigrated from the city of Tabriz to Isfahan. The principal gateway of the 

1 At present it is used for the Faculty of Building Restoration, Isfahan. The University of Art bought this 
house for the Faculty of Pardis in 1996. 
2 Cornelius Ie Brayn (De Bruin) was a painter who loved history. He was born in 1652, in Holland. A 
group of the noble Amsterdam residences sent him to the East to conduct research about trade. He arrived 
in Isfahan in April 1703. Later from Isfahan he went to Shiraz and engraved his name on a stone in 
Persepolis palace. He drew many of the Safavid buildings and also ancient Persian buildings in that 
period of time. In Amsterdam he published his book with number of architectural plates in 1711, and 
finally, he died in 1727 in Utrecht. See Savagheb, " Tarikh negari-e asr-e Safavi-ye", pp. 245-246. 
3 Carswell. "New Julfa", p. 65. 
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Sookiassian House, facing the street, stands as the original and is designed with glazed 

bricks. It has an aiwan which is decorated with moqarnas. It is likely that in the Safavid 

period the moqarnas were lined with paintings.4 The gateway also has two stone 

benches which are long seats (Fig. 351). The gateway building has five arches behind it 

and there are several rooms, with a kitchen and an internal verandah, which face the 

garden. The building and its garden plan are rectangular (Figs 352-353). The principal 

verandah has a flat wooden roof, and is supported by two wooden columns. On the east 

and west side of the veranda there are two small rooms. Six transverse arches, 

connected by curved barrel-vaults, support the roofs of the rooms. On the top of the 

verandah, facing the gateway on both sides, there are tvvo small reticular windows, 

which are for providing fresh air and for illuminating the rooms. There are also two 

largish glass windows on both sides between the top reticular windows and the bottom 

doors (Figs 354-355). On the east and west sides of the aiwan there are decorations with 

two rows of painting. In the niches a landscape is painted, and the spandrels contain 

painting of tiny flowers, which at the time of this research are being abraded for fresco 

painting, but some parts of the flower paintings are still visible in the spandrels. In the 

top row on the west side of the aiwan there is a mixture of Persian and European 

painting of figurative style. On the left-hand side of the second niches in the same row a 

man is depicted seated in a chair, with his servant, and also a princess listening to her 

preceptor is depicted in nlixed Persian and European style. In the lowest row, the 

standing figures are in typical Persian style, and there are also two chiefly celebratory 

and happy coquettish won1en done in the European style (Figs 356-357). 

Like other Safavid houses and pavilions of this style, the capitals of the wooden 

columns have wooden moqarnas, and the bases of the columns are on stone foundation 

panels. This principal aiwan or verandah faced the garden and the gateway porch. It has 

a wooden ceiling with decorations and movable panels sliding towards the higher point. 

At the front of the hall there is a pool (Fig. 358). From the aiwan (8) a large door opens 

to the central feature of the house, which is a spacious room or hall (15). This hall is 

roofed by a shallow dome which is supported by four tiers of connecting arches (Figs 

359, 360-361). In the top row on the east side there are figures in the Persian style. 

4 At present the moqarnas are without colour. 
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Fig. 351 . Isfahan. Sookiassian House Gateway. (Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 352. Isfahan. Sookiassian House. Plan, fust floor (after Ganjnameh, Vol. 4, p. 92189) . 
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Figs. 354-355. Isfahan. Sookiassian House Veranda. (Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Figs. 356-357. Isfahan. Sookiassian House, wall painting iri the porch (small photo after Ganjnameh, Vol. 4, Fig. 65, p. 93/88, and large photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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Fig. 358. Isfahan. Sookiassian House, veranda and pool (photo by Dario Mazda, 2005 .) 
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Fig. 360. Isfahan. Sookiassian House. Interior of the main room and its 
domed ceiling (after Ganjnameh, Vol. 4, Fig. 64, p. 91/90). 

Fig. 361.Isfahan. Sookiassian House. Interior of the \main room and its 
pool (after Carswell, "New Julfa". 

Fig. VIT, p. 67). 

M 
N 
M 



However, in the lowest row the figures are painted in European style. 5 Two women are 

seated on chairs and a standing women looks at the reflection of her face in a mirror. 

With regard to this woman in a robe carrying a sceptre and looking at her reflection in a 

mirror, "according to the Armenian artist Mr Apraham Gourgenian, this figure 

represents Queen Elizabeth".6 On one hand, this is the word of an Armenian artist in the 

twentieth century without any historical evidence. On the other hand, from the painting 

of this house, which, more than the other Safavid houses of Isfahan, was painted with a 

mixture of European and Persian styles, it is likely that a European family was resident 

in this house during the Safavid period. However, in parallel to the woman with the 

mirror, there is a man standing with his dog, and this style of the painting recalls the 

Dutch style of the seventeenth century (Figs 362, 363-364, 365). The northern fac;ade 

does not have either a pool or paintings (Fig. 366). As has been noted in the history of 

this house, "Armenian artist Mr Gourgenian maintains the house was built in 1655 by 

the Armenian translator for the English ambassador".7 Below both sides of the aiwan 

are friezes of landscape panels. It seems that on both sides of the verandah, the artist 

tried to create harmony between the European and Persian cultures. As has been noted 

earlier, many European painters were living in Isfahan during the Safavid period. 

Tavernier noted, "The Franks, who are under the King's wages, and live at Julfa corne 

every day to work, as also all the most particular and eminent artists that the king 

hires". 8 De Bruin, another European traveller who was himself a painter, described the 

houses of Julfa. For the sake of clarity, De Bruin's description of houses, especially the 

Khajeh Minas house, is quoted here in full. 

"That, however, which makes the most conspicuous figure, is called there the 
Hodshe-minozes [Kbaj eh Minas]; The grand salon, or hall whereof is all 
elegantly gilt, and painted with a great variety of flowers and other 
embellishments; and furnished likewise with a great number of costly pier-
glasses. 

5 At the time of this research, scaffolding for renovation prevented the author ' from taking photographs 
inside the house. The copy of the photograph which demonstrates the hall, is after Carswell's "New 
lulfa". It seems that also at the time of Carswell's research, about forty years ago, this house also under 
renovation. 
6 Carswell, ' 'New Julfa", footnote, p. 65 . 
7 See also Carswell, ''New Julfa", footnote, p. 65. 
g Tavernier, "The six voyages", book. IV, p. 152. (Tavernier was in Persia from 1631 to 1668. Among 
his six travels to Persia, in the years 106511654-1068/1664-107311662 and 1075/1664, in Shah Abbas II's 
period he was in Isfahan). See Savagheb, "Tarikh negar-e asr-e Safavi-ye" , p. 287 . 

324 



Fig. 362. Isfahan. Sookiassian House. European style of the wall painting in the porch 
(photo by Dario Mazda, 2005) 
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Figs. 363-364. Isfahan. Sookiassian House. Section B-B, C-C (after Ganjnameh, Vol. 4, p. 94/87). 

Fig. 365. Isfahan. Sookiassian House veranda (after Ganjnameh, Vol. 4, p. 94187). 
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Fig. 366. Isfahan. Sookiassian House. Northern fa9ade(photo by Dario Mazda, 2005.) 
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In the center of each partition, there is a golden star, intermingled with divers 
very lively colours, and the walls are incrusted with slips of marble about 
three feet in height. At each end of this grand salon, there are regular 
niches,which are filled with festoons, intermixed with foliage, or leaves, which 
have a very good effect, and strike the eye in the most agreeable manner that can 
possibly be conceived. Through the front-gate, which leads of this range of fine 
houses, you come into a spacious court; in the centre whereof there is a fine 
circular parterre, and another of exactly the same form, behind the last-
mentioned fine house, with a very handsome structure, in which are several 
commodious apartments for the reception of the ladies, according to the custom 
of the country. When I had fully gratified my curiosity with taking an accurate 
survey of this first grand house, the gentleman, who was possessed of it, having 
first entertained me in the most elegant manner, I went to examine all that was 
curious and remarkable in the house of the kalentaer, or burgo-master Hogass, 
as they call him, otherwise Lucas, which I found to be in all respects as large 
and commodious, but not so elegantly neat as the former. From thence I went to 
the house called Arjiet-aga, before which there was a spacious garden. This 
house likewise was very large, and full of fine apartments. The next that I took a 
survey of was the house called Hodshe-Saffraes [probably Khajeh Sarfraz]. This 
likewise was a very fine structure, and had a large garden before it like the other. 
All the walls of this house were painted, with a great variety of figures 
interspersed as large as life. There was a Turkish man in particular and a Turkish 
woman and other figures of note; some drest [dressed] in Persian habits, and 
others in such as are worne [worn] in (i) Spain; each at a proper distance one 
from the other".9 

In the Safavid period the gardens were very important. A house in the middle of a 

garden was a common design, especially in the suburb of Julfa. Not only De Bruin, but 

also in 1637 Olearius noted, "the expenses of the Persians are at their gardens, is that 

wherein they make greatest ostentation of their wealth. Persons of quality nay indeed 

rnany rich merchants, build, in their garden, a summer-house".l0 Because the residents 

of Julfa were mostly Armenian, it is likely that De Bruin's description of the figures of 

women and of the Turkish man refer to the Safavids' Qazelbash, not the Ottoman 

Turks. In fact the Khajeh Minas house was more detailed than those of other Julfa 

houses. It must be considered that during the time of De Bruin's visit in 1703 many 

Persian artists were influenced by Europeans and continued painting in a mixture of 

9 De Bruin, "Voyages de Comeille Ie Bruin", vol. 2, pp. 324-325. 
10 Olearius, "The voyages and travells of the Ambassadors", pp. 218- 219. 
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Persian and European styles. Around sixty-seven years before Bruin's visit, the Duke of 

Holstein's ambassadors were entertained in the Khajeh Sarfraz house. It seems that the 

house of Khajeh Sarfraz was one of Julfa' s famous houses, because the descriptions of 

Olearius in 1637 and of Bruin in 1703 provided helpful information for historians. 

Around forty years ago, Carswell's research focused primarily on the churches, but he 

briefly described two houses which he labelled "House A and House B".ll The plan, 

photography and description of House A by Carswell represent the Sookiassian house, 

which is registered as a Safavid house by the Cultural Heritage Organisation. With 

regard to the Sookiassian house or House A, this house closely corresponds to the 

traveller De Bruin's description of Khodja Minas house in Julfa. The main hall of the 

Sookiassian house has a square pond. This sunken pond in the centre has a fountain 

pIpe. 

From the main hall a staircase leads the way to galleries on three sides. It seems that the 

walls, like other traditional decoration, were painted with birds, animals and trees. In 

general the figures that were painted in niches were executed in the European style. 

Below the spring mechanism of the arches, the niches on the walls are decorated with 

stucco panels. These panels are in various shapes of vases and jugs. It seems that they 

are replications of the traditional decorations of vases and ewers as seen in the upper 

music room of Ali Qapu. There is also a fireplace in the room. The shallow dome 

ceiling in the centre is decorated with a gilded and stylised representation of a star 

design. Some part of the lower section of the wall is coated with plaster, which it seems 

originally had a design of hanging curtains. This room has a door which opens onto a 

small garden at the south of the building. The decorations of the house, especially the 

paintings, have been victims of the jerry-built reconstruction. Such cases repeatedly 

occurred in the Safavid buildings of Qazvin, the Caspian Sea and Isfahan in the Qajar 

period. De Bruin's descriptions, especially of the Julfa houses, provide evidence of the 

original style of the decorations and house painting. Few of the surviving Safavid 

houses at Julfa are located in the same street in which the Sookiassian House stands. 

However, next to the Sookiassian building there is another building, which is known as 

Sookiassian 2. 

II Carswell, "New Julfa", p. 66. 
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As has been mentioned earlier, the cause of building activity during Shah Abbas 1's 

reign was the decaInpment of Armenians from Araxes Julfa near the border to 

Zayanderud's Julfa in Isfahan. As discussed earlier, the most important buildings of the 

Safavid era include Ali Qapu, Chehel Sotun Palace, Hasht Behesht Pavilion and also the 

houses of rich Armenians such as Marta Peters and Sookiassian in Isfahan. These were 

built during a time of political correctness and economic boom. The next stage of 

building activity during the reign of Abbas I occurred in relation to the connection 

between the capital and the north of the country. This stage produced the Safavids' 

Caspian Sea buildings. 
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Chapter 5: The Caspian Sea, Buildings 

Introduction 

This chapter details the establishment and construction of palace buildings and gardens 

in the Caspian Sea area. The observations of European visitors and the report of the 

Safavid historian Monshi are used extensively, because there is insufficient detail and 

research on the Safavid buildings in this area, especially at Farahabad and Ashraf. The 

historiography in this chapter also indicates the beginning of Shah Abbas 1's building 

construction. The Jahan-nema, gardens and the garden pavilions at Farahabad and 

Ashraf palace are the main foci in this chapter. Of special interest is the population of 

Ashraf when Abbas I developed his building plans, and also the diversity of people 

brought by the Shah's order from different regions to the Caspian Sea area. The present 

study relies on primary and secondary sources, to document elements of these Palaces 

no longer standing. The focus is on the history of the buildings and gardens of 

Farahabad (formerly Tahan) and Behshahr (foffilerly Ashraf). To date very little 

detailed research has been done on these establishments and when that research exists it 

is fragmentary. One of Shah Abbas 1'5 palaces in Ashraf, the Safi palace, is at the 

present time occupied by the army and there is no access to this building for research as 

visiting is not allowed. 

5. 1. General Introduction and Historiography 

During his reign Shah Abbas I (1588-1629) founded many palaces and gardens in the 

province of Mazandaran by the Caspian Sea. Historians and travellers described these 

gardens and palaces. In Farahabad there was a palace called Jahan-nema (view of the 

world), and in Ashraf six palaces and gardens, namely (1) Bagh-e Shah (the King's 

Garden) and a pavilion Divan-khaneh which later was known as Chehel Sotun, (2) 

Bagh-e Cheshmeh (Fountain garden) and Cheshmeh Emara, (Palace of the fountain), (3) 

Bagh-e Khalvat or andarouni harem (Private garden), (4) Bagh-e Shamal (North 

garden), (5) Bagh-e Saheb Zaman (Saheb Zaman Garden) and Saheb Zaman Palace, and 

(6) Bagh-e Tapeh (Garden of the lTIound) Safi Palace. Monshi and Mahmoud Beheshti, 

the Safavid poet of the period, also poetically described the buildings. European 

traveller Della Valle described the gardens and palaces of Ashraf. Thomas Herbert also 
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described the palaces during his visit In 1628. 1 The Caspian Sea, which is a most 

pleasant part of Iran in springtime, was a favourite place for Shah Abbas I. Gilan and 

Mazandanin on the Caspian Sea were strategically important to Shah Abbas I. To make 

transportation easier, the Shah ordered Saru Taghi, his Mazandaran vizier, to widen the 

Savad-kouh highway. That highway was the major road to the province of Mazandaran. 

Monshi stated, "He was empowered to hire the necessary workmen and to defray the 

cost from divan funds. The vizier accordingly set to work, aided by a team of goiams, 

[peon], and completed this task, which many thought impossible, in 1031/1621".2 

After the road-making, the caravans of cmnels that were mostly used for transportation 

both day and night were able to travel more easily. In Farahabad and Ashraf, Shah 

Abbas left monuments such as bridges, mosques, bathhouses, and palaces. Abbas's 

public works and building achieveluents in Mazandaran began after the twenty-sixth 

year of his rule, in 1612. The Shah's architectural plan was to create roads and to 

develop a beautiful urban environment to be called Ashraf city. Writing about the 

establishment of the town, Monshi noted: "At the sn1all town of Ashraf in Mazandaran 

formerly known as Panj-hazar, [five thousand] situated not far from Astarabad, the 

Shah laid the foundations of another palace, with all necessary ancillary buildings such 

as bathhouse, workshops, and houses. Mowlana Mahmoud Beheshti Gilani devised the 

I Thomas Herbert (1606-1682) published his travel account in 1634. His book was translated into Dutch 
and French (Zee-en Lant Reyse Na Vcrschcyde ... Asia .. . Van dem Persia en ... Dordrecht, 1658. The 
French translation is: Relation du Voyage de Perse et des Indes-Orientales, Paris, 1663. Sir William 
Foster, in his introduction to Thomas Herbert's Travel in Persia indicated that "the precise date of 
Thomas Herbert's birth is not known; but we may assume that it was in the late autumn of 1606, seeing 
that he was baptized on 4 November in that year. He was the eldest son of Christopher Herbert and Jane, 
daughter of Henry Akroyd of Foggathorope. The family had been settled at York for some generations; 
but descent was claimed from the great \Velsh family of Herberts and, as will be seen from his book, our 
author was proud of his Welsh connection and much interested in everything concerning Wales. The boy 
was educated at the grammar school of St Peter at York, whence in due time he passed on to Oxford. 
According to Wood, he was admitted comn10ner of Jesus College in 1621, though elsewhere the same 
authority speaks of him as "some time of Queen's." Herbert's name, however, is not in the university 
register, nor does it appear that he ever graduated. Subsequently, Wood tells us, he went into residence for 
a short time at Trinity College Cambridge, where his uncle, Dr Ambrose Akroyd, was a fellow. Herbert's 
father died early in 1625, leaving but a small estate; and thereupon the son seems to have proceeded to the 
metropolis, where he had some uncles in business as merchants. It was probably by their means that he 
was introduced to William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke, who (to quote Wood) owning him for his kinsman 
and intending his advancement, sent him to travel in 1626, with allowance to defray his charges. The 
journey referred to was of course the one described in the present volume; and the occasion of it was the 
decision of King Charles to send Sir Dodmore Cotton to Persia as his ambassador. Cotton's mission was 
the outcome of the alTival in this country (January, 1624) of Sir Robert Sherley as ambassador from Shah 
Abbas of Persia. This was his second appearance in that character, and on both occasions his object was 
the same, viz to arrange for the diversion of the trade in raw silk (a royal monopoly) from its ancient 
channel through the dominions of the Turkish Sultan (the perennial foe of Persia) to a new route by sea 
from some port on the Persian Gulf'. See pp xv and xvi. 
2 Monshi. "TAAS", vol 2, p. 1060. 
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chronogram "the bliss of Asraf [Ashraf]" to mark this event".3 The hexastich of the 

Mowlana Mahmoud Beheshti Gilani about Ashraf also described the buildings and 

promotion of Ashraf. Beheshti wrote: 

The king of the world, the victorious Shah 

The judge of every good and bad 

What did he do in the Ashraf of Mazandenin 

He founded buildings as pleasant as Heaven 

By his good fortune and the bounty of his generosity 

Its water and soil were moulded with flowers and ambergris 

The blessedness hand seeking its History 

Written on the door of Dowlat-e 4 Ashraf. 5 

At Farahabad, on the coast, Shah Abbas began his construction of the summer palace 

called Jahan-nema (View of the World, or cosmorama). At present only short sections 

of the wall of the palace remain (Fig. 367). Near this palace there is also a ruined 

Safavid bridge (Fig. 368). There is also a public bath, which was built during the 

Qajarid period with old Safavid bricks from the demolished buildings. Backpacker 

travellers to Farahabad still use this bath. From the inside the Safavid Farahabad 

Mosque has the shape of a caravanserai. A long stream and a square pool are in the 

middle of the courtyard. This mosque is totally different from the other Safavid 

mosques in Iran. It is also one of the biggest mosques in Farahabad (Figs 369-370). 

Monshi noted that Shah Abbas had also constructed residences and gardens at Sari and 

Amul, and the lake and mansions at Bar-forus-deh (Bar-froush-village) and Ashraf.6 

Italian traveller Della Valle visited Farahabad on 14 February 1618, when Shah Abbas 

was in Mazanderan. Della Valle reported: 

3 Monshi, "TAAS", vol. II, pp. 1065-66. 
4 The chronogram yields the date 10211 1612-13. The words "dowlat-e ashraf' could also be taken to 
mean "royal felicity", and so the chronogram constitutes a nice literary conceit. See Savory footnote, 
(TAAS) vol. II, p. 1065. 
5 The translation of the poem from Persian in to English is by the author of this thesis. For the poem in 
Persian language, see Setoudeh. "Az Astara ta estarbad", vol. 5, part 2, p. 614 . 
. jl / ~ 0~ La.- ~ ~~ C~ 01.).l.ijlA u~1 y ~.lfi / ~j J y..P-..]A uJ.:.~ ~ 01 / y\.:-etS ~ L5\jT J~ 

.~~ u~1 ulJ.lJI .).l Y. /01 6uw ~ w.ll..uu w...u.l / ~Y'I..#- ~ ~ ~ J y1 / r-fi ~j ~I 0.) 

6 Monshi. "TAAS ", vol. I, p. 537. 
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Fig. 367. Farahabad. lahannema Palace. View of the remnant wall (2005), and Holmes 
drawing, "Sketches on Shores of the Caspian", p. 225, 1845.) 

Fig. 368. Farahabad. Tajan River ruined bridge, 2005 
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Figs. 369-370. Farahabad. Safavid Mosque. Doorway, courtyard and pool 
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"There are two reasons why the king ventured to build this city. First, his innate 
and constant desire to enlarge and embellish his kingdom generally, which is 
why he never ceases building in a thousand places. Second, the particular love 
he has for the country of Mazanderan, both because his mother came from this 
land, and therefore he esteems himself to be of that razza (stock); and also 
because among all his states there is no land more secure: for Mazanderan is 
surrounded either by sea (which is little navigated or navigable), or by wild 
mountains, which can be crossed only by extremely narrow and difficult roads. 
And so not without reason does the King (who has ever been involved in a 
thousand wars and with divers enemies) appear to have put all his confidence in 
this part as the safest of all. For in any instance of adverse fortune, he would 
always be able to preserve at least the seat of his kingdom and his royal 
majesty".7 

. Della Valle's theory about Shah Abbas's reason for building in that region, gives us our 

first clear insight into the historical reasons for its existence. After his journey to 

Mazandenin, Della Valle interviewed Shah Abbas I, whose seductive qualities, 

combining povver, chann and eccentricity, kept Della Valle in Persia for six years. 8 

Another European visitor was Sir Dadmore Cotton, the ambassador envoy of Kjng 

Charles I to Shah Abbas 1's court.9 When in Isfahan he was told that Shah Abbas was in 

Mazandenm and he could visit him in the Caspian Sea. The following day, he and 

7 Della Valle, 'The Pilgrim", p. 146. 
8 After a brave journey north from Isfahan into the great plain of Mazanderan and Gilan, Della Valle 
paints an unforgettable portrait of the great Shah. He left Farahabad in May in the wake of the Shah, and 
spent time in Qazvin and Tehran, where he was able to study local sports from polo to wolf-baiting, and 
the Shah's manner of receiving ambassadors from the Great Turk, the king of Spain and the Great Mogul. 
In Sultaniyyeh he met Imam Quli Khan, the commander-in-chief of the Persian forces, second only in 
power to the Shah. He stayed in Persia from January 1617 till January 1623. See George Bull, ed. and 
translator of "The Pilgrim", pp xiii-xiv. Della Valle was born in 1586 in Rome. He graduated in law and 
literature and he spoke Spanish, French, Latin, Greek, and Turkish and finally he learned the Persian 
language. It was during the time of Pope Paul fifth that Della Valle travelled with Spanish war ships to 
fight against the sea pirates in Africa. Later on a pilgrimage he went from Constantinople and Cairo to 
Jerusalem. Then he went to Damascus and Baghdad. In Baghdad he married Maani, a Christian girl, and 
in January of 1617, Della Valle and wife Maani arrived in Isfahan, capital of Persia. His purpose of 
travelling to Persia was to help the Persian army against the Ottoman Empire. He liked to release 
Christians who had been humiliated by the Ottomans and bring them to the Persian territory, where he 
believed that the Persian Shah Abbas had respect for Christians. Della Valle visited Achaemenid palace, 
Persepolis on his way to Shiraz. On the 30 of December 1622, when he was on his way to India, his wife 
Maani died. This was the saddest time of his life. Della Valle mununified his wife's body and On his 
journeys took her mummy with him. When he finally arrived in Rome, he buried his wife's mummy. 
Finally Della Valle married a Georgian girl. For more see Savagheb "tarikh negari-e asr-e Safavi-ye", pp. 
199-204. 
9 England's Ambassador to the Shah Abbas I court, Sir Dadmore Cotton, died in Iran, and his body was 
buried in the Armenian cemetery in Qazvin. See footnote of Setoudeh, "Az Astara ta estarbad", vol. 5, 
part 2, p. 629. See also "Tarikhnegari-ye Asr-e Safavieh v Shenakht-e Manab-e v Makhaz", by Savagheb, 
p 236, and for more information, see Sir Thomas Herbert, "Travels in Persia 1621-1629", pp. 205-208 . 
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Herbert and a group of his mission left Isfahan and travelled to Mazandenln. On the 

25th of May 1628 the ambassador visited Shah Abbas the great in his Ashraf Palace. 10 

Another European who visited the palaces in Ashraf was the French traveller Chardin. 

There is another report from Hanway and also one from the Russian company director 

Melgunov, from Ashoradeh in the Gorgan region, which described the remaining 

Safavid gardens, houses and palaces at the Caspian Sea, especially in Ashraf. 11 

With the construction of streets, houses, gardens and palaces the city of Ashraf took on 

the name Ashraf al-Blad, which means noblest of cities. Ashraf, which in the modem 

day is known as Behshahr, latitude 36° 41' 55" north, longitude 53° 52' 30" east, is 

about five miles from the Caspian. The area was formerly named Khargouran and 

belonged to an old woman, from whom Shah Abbas bought it. l2 He founded the new 

town in 1021/1612 (the date is recorded in the chronogram Dawlat-e Ashraf), chose it 

for his residence in Mazandenln, and endowed it with numerous palaces and gardens. 

Molana Mahmoud Beheshi wrote in his poem: "the door of (Dowlat-e Ashraf)". Monshi 

indicated that it was in the Iranian year 1021[1612-13] when construction began. Shah 

Abbas built the city, and because of the name of the lady Ashraf al-Molouk, he called 

the. city Ashraf al-Blad.l3 But more likely the Shah selected the name Ashraf because it 

was the name of his mother. Ashraf frequently \vas under attack from tribes of Uzbeks 

and Sagsars which the Russian Czar government inwardly supported . Safavid 

monarchs, especially Shah Abbas the great, were always intent upon keeping a po\verful 

peace zone, and as a result of that, "the second capital for Safavid monarchs was Ashraf 

(Behshahr)".l4 

After construction of the buildings, the popUlation of Ashraf increased. Many people 

were brought from different parts of the country and also from Georgia. Ashraf had four 

10 See Setoudeh, "Az Astara ta estarbacf', vol. 5, part 2, p. 629. 
II Melgunov was a Russian company director in Ashoradeh of Gorgan region.. In 1860, early in 
Naseradin Shah Qajar's reign, Melgunov travelled from Baku and Ashoradeh to Ashraf. For a few days 
he lived in Chehel Sotun. See Ali Baba Askari, "Ashraf al-blad" p. 198, and see also ,Setoudeh, "Az 
Astara td Estarbacf' ,vol. 5, part 2, p. 616. . 
12 See Rabino, "Mazandaran and Astarabad", p. 62. (In his book preface on 26 November, 1925 Rabino 
wrote: the present book is the outcome of persistent research carried on from 1902 to 1922, and of data 
collected during two journeys in Mazandanin, one in the spring of 1908, the other in the late autumn of 
1909. May itinerary in 1908 was Bandargaz, Astarabad, Ashraf, Barfurush and Mashhadisar, and in 1909, 
Rasht, Lahijan, Amul, Barfurush, Masbhadisar, Farahabad, Sari, Dhaghmarz, Ashraf, Bandargaz, 
Astarabad, Aq-Qal'a, Gunbad-Qabus, Qumish-tappa, Khwaja-Nifis, Astarabad, the Jahannuma Pass, 
Radkan and Bandargaz). 
13 . See Askari, "Ashraf al-Blacf', p. 196. 
14 See Ghaleh-bandi, "Tankh v Joghrafiay-e Shahrestan-e Behshahr", p. 163. 
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suburbs, which were Farash Mahaleh (suburb of the janitor), Bazaar Mahaleh (suburb 

of the bazaar), Naghash Mahaleh (suburb of the portraitist) and Georgi Mahaleh 

(suburb of the Georgians). Shah Abbas had a fondness for Miankaleh, which was a 

renowned peninsula, and was located between Sari, Farahabad and Behshar. For 

hunting, and also "to review the military strategic situation Shah Abbas regularly 

travelled to Farahabad".15 Therefore he always visited the border and the coast. Finally, 

after a long day's hunting Shah Abbas becanle sick, and he died in his palace at 

Farahabad in 1038/1629. His body was transferred to the Ashraf palace. "Devoted Sufis 

shouldered the bier, and the cortege made its way to Kashan".16 Shah Abbas I was 

buried in Emamzadeh Habib abn-Mosa, which was called posht-e, Mash-had. In 1743, 

six years after the end of the Safavid dynasty, during the reign of Nader Shah, the 

English merchant Hanway travelled to the Caspian Sea for trade. 17 In 1822, eighty-five 

years after the fall of the Safavids, Frazier arrived in Mazanderan, and described 

Safavid gardens and palaces of Farahabad and Ashraf. I8 Twenty years later, in 1843, 

Holmes travelled to the region. 19 The report of Rezaquli Khan Hedayat and also the visit 

15 Ghaleh-bandi, "Tarikh v Joghrafiay- e Shahrestan-e Behshahr", p. 167. 
16 Monshi, "TAAS", vol. II, p. 1303. 
17 Hanway was born on the 12th of August (1712) in Presmot, England. After he finished his schooling he 
went to Russia and participated in a business with Dingley, who lived in St Petersburg. For trading he 
travelled to Iran. When he returned to England he decided to write a book about trading between England 
and Iran. Later he decided to add more chapters to his book. Therefore he read the books of the French 
writer De Clairac and Peter Tadeusz Juda Krusinski, the Polish priest who was in Iran during the Afghan 
revolt, in the Shah Houssain era. His book is in four volumes. A Historical account of the British trade 
over the Caspian Sea. Which is a journal of travels from London through Russia into Persia and, back 
again through Russia, Germany and Holland. He also added a chapter about the revolution in Persia 
during the 18th century with the particular history of the great usurper Nader Kouli. Four volumes, 
London, 1753. For more see Savagheb, "Tarikhnegari-e asre Safavi-ye", pp. 353-356. 
18 In the year 1821 Fraser was desirous of visiting Persia. He wrote: "on my way from India to England, I 
availed myself of my acquaintance with the late Dr Andrew Jukes, to accompany him on a mission with 
which he was charged, from the government of Bombay to the court of Tehran; but that gentleman having 
unfortunately died at Ispahan, upon his way, I proceeded to Tehran, canying with me the dispatches 
intended for the Persian court, which were delivered into the hands of Henry Willock, Esq., charge 
d'affaires to His Britannic Majesty". See Fraser, "Travels and Adventures", p. 1. Fraser left Tehran in 
December 1821, and reached Mash-had, the capital of Khorasan province, early in February 1822. From 
Khourasan he went to Astrabad. He went from Astrabad via Shah Abbas's Causeway at the southeast 
comer of the Caspian Sea to Aslu'af and Farahabad. For more see pp. 2-10. 
19 Holmes position in the house of his relative, "Mr James Brant, Her Majesty's Consul at Erzeroom, 
afforded him an opportunity of visiting a country, interesting indeed, and but little trodden ... The English 
works on the Persian provinces on the shores of the Caspian Sea, already published, are, the Author 
believes, limited to two or t11Tee: one by Jonas Hanway, who travelled there in the time of Nader Shah 
[short after Safavid], early in the last century [1745]; another by Fraser [James Baillie], entitled 
"Adventures on the Shores of the Caspian", written about twenty years ago [1822], which in truth 
contains but scanty information, since which, also, many changes have taken place; and a short paper, by 
major Tod, published in the Journal of the Geographical Society. In committing the following Sketches to 
the press, the Author claims to himself only one merit, namely, that they were written on the spot of 
which they profess to gi ve a description, and that they are a faithful account of what passed under his 
observation". See Holmes, "Sketches on the Shores of the Caspian", pp. iii-iv. 
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of Qajarid Naseradin Shah, which was around two hundred and seventy years after the 

construction of those buildings, give us infonnation about the state of the buildings. 

With regard to the construction of the palaces and gardens on the Caspian Sea, Shah 

Abbas I had multiple purposes for his plan. According to Rabino, "Gmelin mentions 

that it was not the intention of Shah Abbas to build [just] a large city or a fortified 

palace".2o This chapter will dispute this claim and suggest that Shah Abbas I saw the 

area as providing a SUlnmer palace for his empire. 

20 Rabino, "Mazandaran and Astarabad", pp. 62-63. 
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5. 2. Farahabad History and Description of Jahan-nema Palace 

In Mazandenin, Shah Abbas I constructed his summer palace at Farahabad, near the 

shore of the Caspian Sea. Farahabad was formerly called Tahan. It was located to the 

north of Sari. A stream called the Tajanrud runs through the grounds of the palace, and 

the Shah built a bridge and highway to connect Farahabad with Sari (Figs 371-372), a 

distance of some four farsaks (24 km). The highway was constructed of solid blocks of 

stone. 

In the palace area, each garden in the grounds had its own mansion. The palace complex 

included bathhouse, markets, and pleasure gardens. Because of the new palaces, the 

bourgeoisie and artisans aspired to reside there. Over the years, thousands of houses 

belonging to Muslims and non-Muslims from all parts of the empire sprang up in the 

palace grounds. At present the only evidence of the Safavid architectural history at 

Farahabad consists of a mosque, a ruined bridge and a part of a wall, which is all that 

remains of the palace area. The bridge scantling of the skewback is six x three metres. 

The course of the Tajan River changed, which probably is the main reason for the 

destruction of the bridge. This is the only extant evidence of Shah Abbas I construction. 

The palace construction shows the great interest that Shah Abbas had in Mazanderan, 

because he built two palaces a short distance from each other there. One of the palaces 

was in Farahabad at the seaside and the other was in the foothills of Ashraf. Shah 

Abbas' frequent trips to Mazandaran province are clear indication of his interest in the 

area. In 1025/1616 he sent his troops with his army commanders from Farahabad to 

Georgia. Monshi, cited by Setoudeh, stated, "several thousand Isfahani musketeers, 

marched from Farahabad seaside way, and via Gilan to Georgia". 1 During his rule 

(1588-1629), Shah Abbas went to Mazanderan at least eleven times. 

Monshi noted, 

"Each year, Shah Abbas made additions to the buildings there and constructed a 
marketplace, bathhouse, mosque, and caravanserais ... At the time of writing 
(1025/1616-17), this flourishing town [Farahabad], by reason of the multitude of 

I Setoudeh, "Az Astara ta Astarbad", vol. 4, part 1, p. 581. 
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Figs. 371 -372. Farahabad. Tajan River. (Aerial view after C. H. O. Sari, river view, from 
Jahannema remnant wall, city and Caspian Sea view from roof of the mosque portal. 
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its buildings, gardens, and orchards, and the size of population, is the envy of all 
... Camels had never been able to make their way along the paths in the Caspian 
provinces, because of their narrowness and uneven surface and because of the 
denseness of the forests ... while the Shah was in his winter palace at Farahabad, 
the place was a hive of activity, as troops, petitioners and merchants made their 
way to and fro and many camels and pack animals were lost either in the mud or 
on the hazardous tracks over the mountains ... Royal orders were issued to all 
landowners in the Caspian provinces, particularly Mazandaran to assist in this 
work. Although I should more properly have described the completion of this 
highway under the year 103111621 ... Readers will be well aware that the 
narrowness of the roads through the forests and over the mountain passes of 
Mazandaran make it difficult for even a single rider to traverse them. At every 
step, the rider is forced to dismount because of some hazard, and it is impossible 
for slow-moving camels to make their way along them. In fact the natives of the 
region had never even seen a camel, even in their dreams, and when they did see 
one, they were astonished".2 

The main interest here relates to the long distances cited and the camel transport, which 

can be very slow. It is probable that the most important parts such as the road, bridge 

and building foundations of F arahib ad were built in 1612, because in March 1612, Shah 

Abbas I had a mind to see the traditional Gilani festival of dancing in the Caspian Sea.3 

The Farahabad urbanisation plan probably began many years before Monshi's 

description. He noted that the total distance to Farahabad was eight stages, each stage 

being five farsakhs (30 km) or probably more. For such undertakings, stonemasons, 

builders, carpenters and even labourers were usually assembled from all over the 

country. One must remember that during Shah Abbas's reign, the road was the main 

problem in getting to Mazanderan. Using slow-moving camels (indeed, the natives of 

the region had never even seen a camel, even in their dreams), it would have been 

impossible to build palace, garden, mosque and bridge in the Shah's new place of 

Farahabad in only a few years. Monshi did not report in what year the constructions 

were completed. But Della Valle in 1618 noted, " Some very few years ago King Abbas 

started to built this city [Farahabad]".4 Consequently, the beginning of the establishment 

of Farahabad logically could be earlier than the year 1612. Shah Abbas I ordered his 

summer palace Jahan-nema (View of the World), to be built on the left east bank of 

Tajan River in 1616-17. Because both Monshi and Della Valle misunderstood the 

sequence of construction in Shah Abbas 1's new city, neither could offer a plausible 

reason for Shah Abbas's decision. Shah Abbas's decision to build a new city probably 

2 Monshi, "T AAS", vol. II, pp. 1060-1061, 1211. 
3 See also Monshi, "TAAS", vol. II, p. 1063. 
4 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", p. 145. 
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was strategic, not just for pleasure. Probably construction had started by late 1603 

during the time of construction of Isfahan's buildings. 

On the Monday 2 June 1628, Herbert noted, 

"The houses differ from the common form of Persia, for they are not flat above, 
but like ours in England in the roof; also tiled and glazed according to the 
English fashion .. . The streets are broad enough; not regularly built. The mechit 
[mosque] is not extraordinary ... from whose balconies we had a large and 
delightful prospect into the sea as far as Talca, or Tazata, as the isle was then 
called; and some of the gardens extend to the brink of the Mare Caspium 
[ Caspian Sea]. 5 This palace has two square large courts railed about, and the 
ground by the elaborate gardener ... surround the place with so much beauty, 
and every part of the house affords so amiable a prospect, as makes the eye and 
smell contend which shall surfeit soonest of variety ... This house of the King's, 
though it be spacious yet is low; but the rooms are high enough, arched and of 
sufficient length rather resembling galleries than rooms of State. Three of those 
chambers were more richly furnished than the rest, for the sides were adorned 
with looking-glasses, which irradiated the ceiling or roof arched and richly 
painted ... the windows were of Muscovian glass, cemented with gold or what 
resembled it, glass it was of large panes and very clear, which sort of glass (if 
that be a proper name) is taken out of a rock called Slade in Corelia, near to the 
river Dwina in Russia; and by being soft [it] is easily cut in pieces, sliced into 
thin flakes, and preferred before other glass, both for that it is clearer and not so 
brittle nor so apt to bum as glass or hom ... In the gallery where the mirrors are, 
not only on the sides but on the arch overhead in story or landscape is penciled 
several immodest sports and gambols". 6 

Farahabad was initially a small village, but later, during Herbert's visit in 1628, he 

called it a town. Most notable to Herbert was the King's house [palace]. From Herbert's 

description one is led to conclude that during Della Valle's visit the construction of 

Farahabad was not yet complete. Herbert's architectural description of Jahan-nema 

could be the first European primary source of detail about this palace. The European 

travellers' descriptions mostly rely on those of Della Valle (1618), and Herbert (1628). 

Herbert repeated this sentence of resembling galleries rather than rooms in relation to 

the Ashraf palace as well. It seems that some of the materials for the building 

5 Sir William Foster, editor of Herbert, said Olearius (p. 193) mentions an island near Farahabad, "but 
calls it Ensil". See Herbert, p. 320. 
6 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", pp. 173-174-175. Sir William Foster indicates, "Russian mica. The passage 
that follows is taken from the Russo Commonwealth of Giles Fletcher, as printed by Hakluyt and 
Porches. Herbert, however, has turned 'slude' (Russian slod, the local name for mica) into 'slade', and 
has omitted 'and' after 'Corelia' (karelia)". See Herbert, p. 320. 
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construction came by ship or from far distances. The Jahan-nema palace was built close 

to the bridge and market and other facilities. The location was worthy of being 

developed because of its natural beauty, and since Shah Abbas I was always in a happy 

mood when he was there. Because of the location of the palace, which was on the banks 

of the Tajan-rud (River of Tajan) and the coast of the Caspian Sea, Shah Abbas I 

renamed the place Farahabad (place of joy). 

Shah Abbas also had built the highway. The Shah had this highway built in the fonn of 

a stone causeway, and it was constructed from Farahabad to Sari. In general the royal 

palace was the cause of the revivification of the town. The Jahan-nema palace no longer 

remains, but with the evidence of Herbert and Monshi' s report we can say that the Shah 

not only travelled to or visited the Caspian Sea in spring and winter, but he also visited 

in summer as well. The peninsula of Miankaleh, which was located between Farahfl.bad, 

Sari and Ashraf, was the most frequent hunting place of Shah Abbas I in that vicinity 

(Fig. 373). 

The construction of Farahabad, as Monshi noted, commenced in the twenty-sixth year 

of the lule of Shah Abbas I, in 1612. One must remember that the people who made up 

the population of Farahabad, as Della Valle reported in 1618, were mostly foreigners. 

Shah Abbas brought in innumerable people from diverse nations and also introduced 

new laws from foreign parts. These foreigners mostly came from among the Shah's 

enemies, such as the Georgians and the Turks. But by that time also other kinds of 

people especially business and trades people, had migrated to Farahabad. "Those were 

people who were accustomed to gathering silk, such as Georgians, Christians and 

Jews".7 Consequently, it can be surmised that establishment was probably not as quick 

as Monshi reported initially. If the growth of the population was drawn from enemies 

and prisoners from ar·eas which the Shah had sacked and looted, these people would 

have had no money to build houses and buildings. Similar to Shah Tahmasp's Qazvin a 

few decades earlier, it is likely that also in Farahabad generals of the army and the 

Shah's moqarebs (intimates) began to build houses and pavilions, before other people 

such as trades people and foreigners started to build houses and a marketplace. Thus the 

estimate of establishment can be more reasonably thought to be before 1612; also 

7 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", pp. 146-147. 
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Fig. 373. The Peninsula of Miankaleh hunting ground 1618.Shah Abbas I and court's ladies 
during hunting. (After Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", p. 172) 
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because of the difficulty using the road and because of the heavy rainfall in the region, 

building construction and urbanisation was not easy. 

The town of Farahabad was sacked by Stenka Razin in 1668. 8 According to Chardin, 

"The most considerable, and a loss not to be repair'd, was the ruine [sic] of the 
King's Palace, a most stately pile, seated in the midst of the city, wherein was 
kept a vast Treasure of Dishes and Basins of Porcellane, or China, Comaline, 
Agate, Coral, Amber, Cups of Crystal of the Rock, and other Rarities without 
number, which those Barbarians either broke or carry'd away. They also brake 
the great house, or Tangi, being a jasper fountain cover'd with plates of gold and 
erected with-in the palace. Every time I think of the magnificence and 
delightfulness of that place, where I was in the year 1666, I cannot but lament its 
hard fate; and had the reader seen the description which I have made of it, he 
would acknowledge that such a wonder of art deserv'd a kind ofperpetuity".9 

Melgunov, a Russian visitor also during the Qajarid era, noted, "Mainly Razin 

destroyed the Jahan-nema palace". 10 

The English traveller Fraser, during his visit on April 15th, 1822 noted, 

8 Apparently because the Cossack officer Stenka Razin brother was convicted to death in Moscow in 
1665, he made up his mind to retaliate. It was the spring of 1668 during the reign of Alexis 
Mikhailovich's Father Peter the Great in Russia and toward the reign of Shah Abbas II in Iran. Razin 
himself was very rich, because with many dissatisfied Cossacks, he was looting the people's homes near 
the Volga river. He sent a courier to the Safavid king and asked for Iranian citizenship. But Shah Abbas II 
rejected his request. As a result of that his wildness was against both the Russian and the Persian 
territories. In 1669 Razin himself and many of his musketeers with boats disembarked in Farahcibcid. To 
frighten the in habitants, they fired at several parts of the city. After killing huge numbers of unanned 
inhabitants of Farahcibcid, the jahan-nema palace was destroyed and looted by his men. Soon they went 
for a short stay in Miankaleh peninsula. Many of them died of malaria and the remainder escaped with the 
boats. In the long shore of Volga river he attacked and killed many of the Russian Czar soldiers and also 
Persian prisoners. The Safavid Government asked the Russian Government to capture him. In 1671 the 
Russians captured him. In Moscow he was executed and his body was cleaved in to four parts. For a 
description of Stenka Razin there is information in the Russian encyclopaedia of 1952. Stenka Razin was 
entrenched in a Russian fictional story. Most damage to the Palace of Jahan-nema was from Razin. With 
six of his ships full of chinaware they disembarked in Farahcibad to trade. He hid four hundred of his men 
in the hold of ships. A few of them started to sell goods. They sold everything at low prices. As a result of 
that, the public had a misconception of his plot. In the middle of one night he ordered an attack. In the 
attack they killed many unarmed people and set fue to houses and captured many people as prisoners . See 
Melgunov, "Safar Nameh", ed. Masud Golzari, p. 90. See also Melgunov, Microfilm p. 78. See Askari, 
"Ashraf al-Blad", p. 166. See Setoudeh, As Astara ta Astarbad, vol. 4, part 1, p. 594. For more 
information see Mahjouri, "Tarikh-e Mazanderan ", pp. 94-98. 
9 Chardin, "The Coronation of Solyman III", p. 153. (For a description of the sack of Farahcibcid see 
Travels of Sir John Chardin into Persia, London, 1686; The Coronation of Soleiman III, pp. 152-154. See 
Rabino footnote, p. 49. For more see also Ismail Mahjouri, "Tarikh-e Mazanderim", p. 96). 
10 See Melgunov, Microfilm p. 78. 
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"Our course lay along a causewayed road, the remains of one of the finest and 
most useful public works of the great Shah Abbas ... The ruins of Farahabad are 
divided into two principal parts, one of which fonnerly contained the buildings 
suited to a royal residence. In the other are the public buildings usually attached 
to a respectable town ... The entry from thence to the other division is by a long 
narrow passage, such as is usual in harems, and is surrounded with lofty walls 
... The only building now standing, is a house nearly square, 'Of two storied, with 
a high square tower at top ... All these rooms have been adorned with 
painting[s], not in flowers and fancy ornaments alone, for, contrary to the usual 
customs of Mahometanism, the panels and recesses have borne representations 
of the human figure ... Figures like these are not common in Persia ... from 
what I could observe, however, it appeared that the subject, or the artist at least, 
must have been Chinese ... The space between the gate-ways was probably a 
street, or inclosed pathway, intended for those who came to wait upon the 
sovereign ... a decay, which, independent of the total neglect of man, may be 
tenned premature, and is to be attributed to the moist climate and rank 
vegetation of Mazanderan". 11 

Fraser's visit was more than two centuries after the construction, and his description can 

shed some light on the situation of Jahan-nema at that time. He saw the palace, the 

bridge and the mosque. Jahan-nema was one Fraser's favourite buildings, and he noted 

that the situation of this building and its garden must once have been very delightful. 

The causeway which Fraser described is the same causeway which Monshi indicated 

was built in 1616, using novel techniques. From the si.milarity of descriptions it appears 

that this causeway was essentially the one that the Dutch engineer designed during the 

reign of Abbas 1. Fraser described a damaged wall which was on the right bank of the 

Tajan River. At present the wall that Fraser described, has only around sixty metres 

remaining extant. Fraser's description of the location of the buildings in Farahabad, as 

being divided into two parts, can clarify the positions of the houses of royals, emirs, 

trades people and migrants which Shah Abbas brought to Farahabad. From descriptions 

and the parts that remain of Abbas' construction, it appears that the palace complex was 

vast and uninterrupted. It seems that during Fraser's visit the palace still held its original 

shape, and probably during Abbas I times it was used for pleasure. 

With regard to the building and the rooms of the first and second storeys, it seems that 

the building was used for multiple purposes, and it was painted with human figures. The 

reason for the judgements expressed by Fraser relates to the panels and paintings of 

human figures. However, in the Isfahan palace, in one of the niche-paintings, a female 

II Fraser, "Travels and Adventures in the Persian Provinces", pp. 12, 72-74. 
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figure stands before a window through which a landscape is shown, while in another a 

half-nude female is shown seated by a fountain against a distant vista. Therefore, 

because it is well known that European painters worked for Shah Abbas I, it is likely 

that the figures of the women painted on the walls of Jahan-nema in Farahabad were in 

European style. 

Fraser observed the palace complex from the west side to the south. He described two 

entrances which opened to a square space for those who came to visit the King. Fraser's 

observation on this matter could be only a surmise. Shah Abbas usually gave his 

audiences in the open. Della Valle noted that unlike the European princes, the Shah 

never gave audience at his palace; rather, he heard people while walking or riding in 

courtyards or in public squares. 12 Twenty years after Fraser's visit, Holmes, another 

English visitor, went to Farahabad and commented that the Jahan-nema walls and roofs 

had been very beautifully painted, ,and the figures of women dancing and playing 

musical instruments could be distinguished, but nearly all the colours had been rubbed 

off or obliterated by soot and smoke. He wrote, "some of the roofs are curiously worked 

into a small fretwork of niches of the most fanciful shapes, which have originally been 

fitted with bits of looking-glass, but only two or three pieces now remain, and the 

plaster is broken and destroyed". 13 

Of the buildings erected by Shah Abbas I only a mosque remains. The structure of the 

mosque is comprised of a central courtyard and chambers which are on the eastern, 

western and northern sides. The architectural techniques are different from those found 

in other Safavid mosques in Iran. This mosque was probably utilised as a school. 

Furthermore, Shah's Jahan-nema palace is no longer standing. The mosque and palace 

were constructed at same time, and it is likely that the same architects, designers, and 

perhaps builders and materials were used. The mosque still remains but the palace, 

which was special to the king, and the harem have been demolished. 

12 See "Viaggi di Pietro Della Valle il pellegrino descritti da lui medesimo in lettere familiari". (essen do 
che if re, non rnai nelle sale 0 carnere delle sue case, rna sernpre 0 nei cortili a piedi , ovvero a cavallo 
nelle piezze pubbliche da Ie ordinarie udienze che I nostri principi in camera sogliono dare), p. 673. See 
also Babaie, "Safavid Palaces at Isfahan", p. 266. 
13 Holmes, "Sketches on the Shores of the Caspian", pp. 225-226. 
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At the present time, the plan of the only remaining Safavid mosque corroborates the 

descriptions given by Fraser and another traveller. In the centre of the mosque building 

there is a wide dome which is built of bricks and plaster. The height of the dome is 12 

metres. The mosque cortile is 34 x 48 metres. The construction of the north is like a 

caravanserai. Probably this mosque was more than just for worship; it was a also 

comfortable imaret for indigent travellers. The dome and also the damaged parts are 

being renovated. On the eastern and western side of the mosque there are the remains of 

rectangular buildings with rooms, a mantle-shelf and a closet, that look like student 

places. In general the situation and structure of the Farahabad mosque was as a 

multipurpose project. In the centre of the cortile there is a pool with water circulation in 

the enclosure. From the existing building and the description by Monshi of the early 

construction and also the descriptions of Persian and European travellers who visited 

F arahab ad, one can say that the palace of Jahan-nema was a small, rectangular, two-

storey building. The building was made with bricks, and on the top there was a tower. 

The second floor rooms were probably large. There were another four rooms, from the 

windows of which one could look out to the Tajan river and the Caspian Sea. The 

rooms, as in other Safavid constructions, were usually vaulted. From all reports about 

the paintings one can imagine that the wall columns were painted with figures of 

women. Paintings on the second floor were probably more erotic, with mirrors on the 

walls around the sleeping rooms. The rernaining tnosque pond, stream and water 

rotation indicate that the palace complex itself probably had a similar water circulation 

system. 

The province of Mazanderan was strategically important to Shah Abbas I, and also was 

his hunting and pleasure place. Finally he died in his Farahabad Jahan-nema palace in 

1629. 
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Chapter 6: The Caspian Sea Pavilions and Gardens 

Introduction 

This chapter, with general description of gardens and pavilions and also with historical 

evidence, shows the significant role that water played in the Safavid buildings in the 

Caspian Sea area. Because of the climate and significant rainfall, water rotation, streams 

and ponds were employed by the Safavid architects in Caspian Sea buildings. The 

causes of the destruction of the buildings are also discussed. The chapter includes 

scrutiny of the reasons behind building construction in that area by the Safavid monarch 

·Abbas 1. It is argued that Shah Abbas's purposes were political. The palaces and 

glorious promotion of the Safavid buildings attracted European travellers. Both Della 

VaIle in 1618 and Herbert ten years later were shown the gardens in Ashraf and the 

palace buildings with their decoration and ornaments. This chapter also discusses the 

contradictions in the travellers' descriptions of the main door of the palace and its lion 

and sun icon. 

General Description of Pavilions and Gardens 

The Safavid buildings at the Caspian Sea seemed designed to cope with the climate of 

the region. The climate of Mazandaran has been generally variable. It is extremely 

capricious, and not naturally divided into wet and dry seasons, or cold and hot: one year 

it pours for a month without cessation, and the same month in the next year may be 

quite dry. The rain in Nlazandaran is heavier than in other parts of Persia. The Shah's 

architects paid attention to the rainforest and there is an abundance of water in the 

Bagh-e Shah and palace of Ashraf. They built buildings and gardens containing rivulets 

and fountains. As a result, running water plays a significant role in Safavid buildings in 

Mazandanin. As in other cities of Persia, the Safavid architects in the Caspian Sea area 

made use of the rippling sound of the water, and employed acoustic halls to create a 

quiet ambience. The Tejanrud (Tejan river) in Farahabad, formerly Tahan, runs through 

the grounds to the coast on the shores of the Caspian Sea, on which was built the Jahan-

nema (view of the world) Palace. Both the description of Ashraf by Mahmoud Beheshti, 

from a poetic point of view Dowlat-e-Ashraf, and the historical description of Monshi 

describe the utilisation of water in the Ashraf palaces and gardens. Monshi noted, 
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"Asraf lived up to its name in every respect; the Shah devoted an increasing 
amount of attention to it, and laid out gardens and parks in which nestled 
attractive residences each equipped with a cistern. In the midst of each cistern 
fountains played, the water for them being brought down from the higher slopes 
of the mountains. The fountains were fashioned with cunning artistry, some 
taking the form of flames, others the shape of the cascade which firework 
makers make from gunpowder. Since Asraf has become the Shah's favourite 
retreat in Mazanderan, most of the moqarrabs [intimates] and other court 
officials have built themselves residences there, with the result that Asraf is now 
a large city and, as a result of the Shah's patronage, a celebrated one".! 

Monshi's report was probably written in 1616. 

The second report is from Della Valle in 1618. Della Valle was notified by the 

Mazandenin Governor Mirza Taghi Khan or Sam Taghi, which translates as Yellow 

Taghi, that the Shah was in Ashraf, and he wanted to show Della Valle the new houses 

and palaces of Ashraf. 2 In the morning of the 2nd of May Della Valle left Farahabad 

and went to Ashraf. He noted, 

"It is a place nonetheless full of people, since the King has brought many there, 
and [is] much frequented, especially when the King stays there ... large trees, 
among which the houses today are so hidden and sparse that they can scarcely 
be seen, and I have questioned in my Diary whether Ashraf is a city sparsely 
sown within a wood, or a forest inhabited like a city ... he [the vizier] led me to 
one of their finest houses, which was already prepared for me. This house has a 
large courtyard, but all in the shade ... In the middle of the courtyard is built in 
the shade a small room or, rather, a loggia (for it is open on all sides), the height 
of a man from the ground, to which one ascends by a little staircase and which 
has just the roof for cover. In this (and there are many like it throught the 
country, called balakhane or top house, as they are all up high) ... they are open 
every side, for the air ... we rode off side by side towards the palace, whose 
great main door is reached at the end of a long and beautiful avenue . . . At the 
end of the square, near to the palace, there is a large and beautiful tree, and here 
stood a guard of soldiers, as doorkeepers ... In the middle of the level square 
below is the divan-khaneh, namely a loggia three times as long as it is broad, all 
open at the front, but behind and along the sides encircled by wall, filled with 
windows, down to the ground, as is the custom here. This loggia is raised two 
steps from the ground; and its open front, one of the long sides, faces the north 
and has the entrance door, from which leading directly to the divan-khane is a 
wide shady path, all paved with stone in their usual way. Then along the middle 
of avenue runs a stream of water, springing from a little fish-pond in front of the 

I Monshi, vol. II, pp. 1065-66. 
2 He was called Mirza Tachi [Taghi] (Mirza being a title, given like vizier; Taghi was his proper name 
and he was also called Saru Taghi, meaning Yellow Taghi, the nickname given to him by the King, 
because he was blond). See Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", p. 148. 
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divan-khane. Behind, the same pathway continues as far as the hills; and at the 
end of the garden, and in the middle of the divan-khane, in the part behind the 
wall to the south, is a communicating door, aligning the avenue in front and the 
avenue behind". 3 

Della Valle was the first European to describe the palace at Ashraf, and because it was 

in the early years of construction, his description included some architectural issues. 

The house that was prepared for Della Valle, in Ashraf, was called balachane. 

However, the indigenes called it Nepar. These kinds of houses, and especially 

balakhaneh, were usually used in summer for their coolness. In one of his long letters to 

his lettered friend Mario Schizapano, who was a medical doctor in Italy, Della Valle 

included descriptions of the gardens, palace and Divan-khaneh (audience chamber) in 

Ashraf. 4 In that letter he wrote about having lunch with the King, and listening to 

Persian folklore music, having food and drink. When the Shah left Ashraf for 

Farahttbttd, Della Valle, in company with Saru Taghi, began to visit the palaces of the 

Shah in Ashraf, which they reached at the end of a long avenue. In the vicinity of the 

palace he went to a large square, and to the door of a garden in which there were large 

numbers of trees. 

Herbert was the second European to visit Ashraf, in 1628 with the English Ambassador. 

lIe noted: 

"I judge two thousand families live in this town; and no doubt increase daily, 
the King having but of late affected this place. His palace is pretty large, and but 
newly finished; albeit Farrabaut [Farahttbttd], the Hyrcan metropolis, but five 
miles West thence, is the place where the seat royal in that country has been kept 
for some generations . .. the chambers were large and square; the roof arched 
and richly gilded ... the tank was larger, the material more rich, and purling 
streams by pipes forced up into another region. This sea was so deep and so 
capacious that it seemed a little ocean, where the spoils of shipwrecks were 
conjured out to please the most avaricious Mammon; for so much gold, 
transformed into vessels for use and ornament, were set for us to look upon that 
some merchants then present made an estimate at an incredible value ... most of 
the flagons, cups, and other plate were garnished with rubies, diamonds, and like 
stone. But the chamber by the length it had was more resembling a gallery than a 
room of state; the ceiling was garnished with gold and pencilled with story 
[stories] in lively colours: all which seemed to strive whether art or nature to a 
judicious eye would be more acceptable. One John, a Dutchman (who had long 

3 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", pp. 151-152. 
4 With regard to Della Valle's friend in Italy see Savagheb, "Tarikhnegari-ye Asr-e Safavi-ye v Shenakht-
eManab-e v Makhaz", pp. 199-204. 
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served the king), celebrated his skill here to the admiration of the Persians and 
his own advantage". 5 

From Herbert's description it is possible to gauge the wealth and economic situation of 

Shah Abbas. In general, the ceremonies enacted in the palaces at Qazvin, Isfahan and 

the Caspian Sea depended mostly on the magnificence of the furnishings, artistic 

objects, and rugs that were put on display during the receptions. Materials such as gold 

and woven gold-thread and embroidery were reserved for ceremonial occasions such the 

reception of ambassadors, especially during Nowrus festivities, and for political 

receptions. Prescribed ceremonies led the ambassadors and foreigners through the meal 

service. Gold glasses, gold objects, cushions, carpets, cloths, candlesticks and glowing 

lanterns contributed to the sumptuous aura of the receptions in the official palaces that 

so impressed the ambassadors and guests. In the time of the Safavids most of the 

visitors to the Caspian Sea were usually merchants. Accordingly, these eyes were 

focused on the gold and on business. Some of them, especially Herbert, gave excellent 

descriptions. From his description, it seems that the palaces of Mazalldanm were used 

for entertainment, business and holiday residents. 

On the 14th May 1743 Hanway visited Ashraf. He wrote, 

"In this place is a celebrated palace built by Shah Abbas, far exceeding any on 
the whole coast of the Caspian Sea. Over the gate which forms the entrance, are 
the arms of Persia, being a lion with the sun rising behind it, alluding to the 
strength and glory of the Persian monarchy. Within this gate is a long avenue, on 
each side of which are thirty apartments intended for a royal guard; the next gate 
in front opens into a garden, in the middle of which is a channel made with 
stone, about three feet wide, and one deep; in this channel runs a stream of 
water, which has four falls about an ell high, thirty yards distant from each other, 
each having a small basin and fountain; these falls must have a fine effect; for, 
on the side near the stream, holes are cut to fix candles at equal distances, to the 
number of about a thousand: at the head of these is a large stone basin about six 
feet deep. In the building there is near this basin a sumptuous aiwan, painted 
with gold flowers on a blue ground, very well executed; here are also several 
portraits which seem to have been done by a Hollander ... the walls covered 
with Dutch tiles as high as the gallery ... On the sides of the aiwan are several 
small apartments, and behind this building are three other falls of water, which 
pour down from the sides of a steep mountain covered with wood ... we were 

5 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", pp. 152, 154-155. 
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required to leave our swords at the door".6 

The description by Hanway, who visited the palace at Ashraf only seven years after the 

Safavid fall, shows that Caspian Sea palaces of Shah Abbas I started to deteriorate 

because of adversity in the social economy. In the palace there were portraits of Shah 

Abbas the first and second, and of some other person, all by European artists. Like other 

Safavid palaces around the country the Caspian Sea palace was built with a stately 

dome, the top of which was well painted. Hanway was conducted to a banqueting 

house, which was dedicated to the grandson of Ali, the Saheb-zaman building, which 

during the reign of Shah Abbas I was used as an audience chamber to which English 

ambassador Sir Dodmore Cotton and others were taken (Fig. 374). In regard to leaving 

Fig. 374. Ashraf. Drawing of the ruined Palace of Sahebuzaman. (After De Morgan, Fig. 86, p. 182. 
Setoudeh, "Az Astara ta Estarbad", Fig. 345, Vol. 5, part. 2, p. 1171). 

6 Hanway, "An Historical accoWlt of the British trade over the Caspian Sea", vol. I, pp. 254-256. 
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Hanway's sword at the door of the Saheb-zaman Palace, the event goes back to the Shia 

religious faith. It is believed that the hidden Saheb-zaman Imam will recrudesce 

(Epiphany) and fight for humankind and justice with his sword.7 

Between the Saheb-zaman audience chamber and the Harem was a gateway, above 

which was a small chamber where Shah Abbas was accustomed to sit and receive the 

visits of ambassadors, paliicularly Europeans, in private. It seems the Saheb-zaman 

building was also used as audience chamber during Hanway's visit, because he was 

required to leave his sword at the door. He was struck with a kind of religious awe, but 

this was soon changed into contempt; and he was surprised to find the room adorned 

with painting. Hanway's description of the painting raises the question as to whether the 

Abbas's Ashraf palace painting was repainted later. The building, which Hanway did 

not describe, was Divan-khaneh, which after the fire was rebuilt by Nader Shah (Fig. 

375). 

Fig. 375. Ashraf. Divan Khane or Chehel Sotun. (After Nasetudin Shah's album 1282/1865, 
Central Library of Tehran University.) 

In the fourth house and garden to which Hanway was conducted, he noted that there was 

a spring that gave water to the greatest part of the whole area. Here Hanway's 

7 Safavid monarchs constantly had one or two equipped horses on standby at the palace gate so that they 
could ride them to accompany Imam Zaman (Sahebzaman) as his swordsmen any time his manifestation 
was proclaimed. See Bastani Parizi's article and his book "dar shahr-e naisavaran". See also Rouzegar-e 
Now August-September 1999 Paris, no. 211 , p. 66. 
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description obviously refers to the Cheshmeh Emarat [Fountain building], which at 

present is under renovation. This second floor pavilion, which is separated from the 

main palace, was used for entertainment. 

The last building to which Hanway and his companion were conducted was a small 

building, which seemed to be intended for an observatory. This building, which is on 

the top of the hill, was called the Safi palace. It was built by Shah Abbas I who gave it 

that name. In general, after the Safavid dynasty, the poverty and also the powerlessness 

of the federal government were the main reasons for the deterioration of the early 

buildings. Probably earthquakes also contributed to the destruction. In 125111835-6 an 

earthquake in Mazandanm and also another earthquake in 1225/1810 caused much 

destruction, and in 1830 the plague carried away a large portion of the inhabitants. The 

Safavid palaces and gardens suffered much from civil wars and from the invasions of 

the Turcomans. They were also plundered and destroyed during the Afghan rule in 

Persia, and suffered again when the Zand armies came to Mazandaran.8 Furthermore, 

the roads, streets and buildings lay among thick jungle full of vegetation, with 

sycamores, wild pomegranates, and brambles which presented dangers to the buildings, 

fig trees also causing fatigue of the building materials (Figs 376-377). 

The Russian company director in Ashoradeh, Melgunov, visited the palace area and 

described Chehel Sotun, formerly Divan-Khane. Melgunov noted, 

"The palace was built in 1612 and in 1627 was finished and in 1743 became 
empty. In the front of Chehel Sotun which has 16 wooden pillars, was a pool 
with 50 x 60 feet length and the depth 166 cm which is called the illumination 
pool. The garden is approximately 520 long and 240 width in feet. There are no 
longer any paintings with the design of the English and Chinese on the walls of 
Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. In this palace was a portrait of Diana, which was 
painted by John Duckman".9 (Fig. 378). 

In the front of the palace there is a pool, with its water coming from Hezar Jerih. 

Cheshmeh Emarat, as has been noted earlier, was damaged in the Qajar period, but its 

renovation began before and continued after the revolution in 1979. However, 

8 See Rabino, "Mazandanin and Astarabad", pp. 54-56, 62. 
9 Probably Melgunov refers to John Dutchman. See Melgunov, "Safar Nameh", translated by Masoud 
Golzari, footnote, p . 88. See also the Melgunov Russian copy, p. 104. 
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Figs. 376-377. Ashraf. (Behshahr) Cheshmeh Emarat pavilion roof before renovation 
and the ruined Abbasabad palace complex walls -
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Fig. 378. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion, before renovation. (Photo: after Cultural Heritage 
Organisation, Sari) 

Melgunov indicated that after Shah Abbas, Shah Safi, Nader Shah, Adel Shah, and 

Mohammad Hassan Khan, father of Agha Mohammad Shah, lived in these palaces, and 

that the greatest damage to the palace was from the Razin attack. l O From the 

descriptions of Herbert, Della Valle, Hanway and Melgunov, it seems that Cheshmeh 

Emarat was built after the other buildings of the palace. The fust building, which Della 

Valle described in 1618, was Divan Khaneh, which later during the Nader Shah period 

was called Chehel Sotun. One of Don1's fellow travellers visited Chehel Sotun during 

his journey to Ashraf and noted that in the eastern fac;ade, in the comer of the ceiling the 

year 1144/1735 was marked. ll This date probably represents the date of the rebuilding 

of the building. As Melgunov stated, the construction of the building was in 1612, but it 

was finished in 1617 rather than 1627, an assumption that can be made because Della 

Valle described it in 1618. In his fanatic assault, l\1ahmoud Afghan damaged many 

Safavid buildings around the empire. The reason for his fury was probably the pictures 

10 Melgunov, "Safar Nameh", translated by Masoud Golzari, p. 90. 
11 See Setoudeh, "Az Astara ta Estarbad", vol. 5, p. 650. 

358 



of women which were painted on the walls. At that period of time Nader (later Nader 

Shah Afshar), together with the Safavid princes, was fighting against the Afghans. 

Fraser visited Ashraf in the spring of 1822, and noted, 

"This royal residence is described by Hanway, as it appeared at a time when it 
still retained much of its original splendour ... As far as I could judge, [it] 
consisted originally of six different establishments, each having its separate 
garden. Of these, five appeared to have been inclosed within one large fortified 
wall ... The Bagh-e Shah or King's garden, is the same that Hanway describes 
as being so splendidly furnished with canals, cascades, and aiwan; but its 
condition is now miserably changed. The outer gate, of which he speaks, is 
demolished". 12 

Fraser's judgement in this regard obviously is correct because Cheshmeh Emarat 

Garden (Fountain Palace Garden) is separated from the other five gardens. Twenty 

years after Fraser's visit, Holmes visited Ashraf, and he saw the grand entrance of the 

principal garden of the Bagh-e Shah. He noted, "the king garden, mentioned by Hanway 

as being decorated with a picture of the lion and sun, is now no more, and the place is 

entered from the bazaar of the town, through what must have been an inner gateway, 

which now exhibits no remains of splendour". 13 Holmes echoed Fraser's words because, 

as has been mentioned earlier, twenty years before Holmes' visit, Fraser had visited the 

Ashraf palace. Fraser's description is more careful and exact and his description shows 

that he had more experience than "a very young author Holmes".14 In fact, Fraser and 

Holmes had asynchronous knowledge about the palace of Shah Abbas I in Ashraf. As 

Fraser described, "Another Safavid palace in Ashraf is Safiabad Palace, which is on the 

top of the mountain". With regard to the main door of the Ashraf Palace and its lion and 

sun, there is contradiction between the reports of Melgunov and Holmes, an English 

visitor. During his visit in 1843 Holmes noted that there was now no more lion and sun. 

However, Melgunov visited the palace several years after that, and he noted, "On the 

top of the gardens portal were a lion and sun icon".15 

12 Fraser, "Travels and Adventures in the Persian Provinces", pp. 18-20. 
13 Holmes, "Sketches on the Shores of the Caspian", pp. 237-238. 
14 See preface of publisher of Holmes, "Sketches on the Shores of the Caspian", p. iii. 
15 See Holmes, "Sketches on the Shores of the Caspian", p. 237, and Melgunov, "Safar Nameh", 
translated by Masoud Golzari, p. 90. 
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Chapter 7: Introduction, History and Description. (Roads and the royal complex) 

The most useful monument erected by Shah Abbas I in the Caspian Sea area was the 

causeway running from Kefar in the southwest comer of the Caspian, which was nearly 

300 miles long. It was designed by a Dutch engineer. It was for political reasons that 

Shah Abbas I paid attention to the palace buildings and their decoration in the Caspian 

Sea area. Those events were reported by European travellers such as Della Valle and 

Herbert. Again there were strategic reasons for the construction of the road and 

buildings during Shah Abbas I's reign. As well as the civil construction of the road and 

buildings this chapter also focuses on the Safavid gardens. Ashraf s houses were 

frequently in the shade of trees. Safavid architecture all around Iran featured terraced 

streams with the mum1uring sound of water. The chapter focuses also on the history of 

Safi Palace. It is a small building, intended for an observatory, and was built in 

conjunction with the Jahan-nema Palace at F arahab ad. This chapter describes the 

Cheshmeh Emarat pavilion, with its technique of water circulation, and also the dining-

room of Divan-khane, where the court music band played during meals. It also 

discusses the location of the Abbasabad garden and the measurements, capacity and 

materials of its dan1,. Abbasabad was located on the slopes of the Alborz Mountains. 

This compound was built in the mountains during the reign of Shah Abbas 1. History 

and description are provided of the luined buildings and of the existing lake building, 

dam and towers. In the middle of the Abbasabad Lake there is a building. This chapter 

discusses the multiple purposes of that building and the claim that the second floor was 

designed for the Shah's pleasure. 

In Mazandaran province, especially in the city of Ashraf, Shah Abbas's architectural 

patronage focused on town planning, gardens, causeway, bridges, caravanserais and also 

dams. Unlike the architectural construction of Shah Abbas, that of Shah Safi I and the 

later Safavid kings in another province primarily concentrated on decoration of palace 

buildings. De Morgan visited the palace in 1889 and he noted, "I can not specify what 

the Sahebzaman Palace was used for, but its architectural design [is] wonderfully 

reminiscent of Sasanid construction".! 

I Askari, "Ashraf al-Balad", p. 203. 

360 



7.1. Ashr.af (Behshahr) 

The city of Ashraf, latitude 36° 41' 35" north, longitude 53° 32' 30" east, is about 5 

miles from the Caspian Sea. It lies at the foot of mountains. Its area is about 2858 

square kilometres. Ashraf owes its historical greatness to Shah Abbas 1. In general the 

climate is humid and one could call it subtropical. The humidity is between 56-76%. 

For around two hundred days of the year the temperature is about 17 degrees centigrade. 

Frosty days occur for no n10re than a month. The rainfall in the mountains is between 

600 and 900 millimetres per year. In Neka it is about 450 millimetres and on the top of 

Mt. Alborz it increases to 1200 millimetres a year. 

From Isfahan to the Caspian Sea, especially along the road to the city of Ashraf, at 

distances of 24 km, Shah Abbas I constIucted caravanserais. Those caravanserais had 

large roon1S for use as a halting-place and rest. They also had gardens, a bathhouse and 

workshops. Each lodging house was designed to provide for the king and his 

companions and escort an overnight cantonment. Melgunov mentioned the roads which 

Shah Abbas had built, as stretching from Azerbaijan to Kaskar, Anzali, Barfrush 

[Babol] and Astrabad, fronl Shahroud and Bastarn to Mash-hadsar and frorn Albourz to 

Aliabad and Khoramabad. 2 These roads were linked from the south and northwest of the 

country to Ashraf in the Caspian Sea (Fig. 379). The most important and useful 

monument of Safavid antiquity in the Mazandaran region was the causeway that was 

built by Shah Abbas I about 1612. A century later, English merchant Jonas Hanway 

passed along that causeway and described it: "About the beginning of the last century, 

[the causeway] which runs from Ketkar, in the southwest comer of the Caspian, by 

Astrabad in the southeast COI11er, and several leagues yet further, being in all near 300 

English miles (Fig. 380)".3 This causeway, which during Abbas's reign was what 

Monshi called the road, was built with novel teclmiques. The description by Hanway 

shows that its quality was still reasonable, because he noted that during this period it 

had hardly ever been repaired. 4 He also admired the fact that there were many bridges 

2 See Melgunov, "Safarnameh" (ed. Golrizi), p. 24. 
3 Hanway, "An Historical Account of the British Trade over the Caspian Sea", vol. II. p. 253. 
4 A few years after the Safavid dynasty, during the reign of the Nadir Ghouli (Nader Shah Afshar) 
Hanway travelled to Persia. He embarked for Russia in 1743, and he wrote an historical account of the 
British Caspian trade. He started his travel from London, going through Russia into Persia. He travelled 
widely from Astarabad to Mazanderan. Hanway returned to England through Russia, Germany and 
Holland. 
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Fig. 380. Mazandanin. Causeway. (After Holmes, "Sketches on the Shores 
of the Caspian", p.3 18, 1845) 

on the way from Aliabad to Sari, and further wrote about the many avenues into 

meadows and rice-fields, which varied the prospect, and delighted the imagination. 

'IThe whole Mazandanin pathway was designed by the Dutch engineer Ostrich f;-s..J~\. 

[Ostrich or Ustrich] had died in Mazandaran and his body was buried in emamzadeh 

sholar gardan (shrine), between Neka and Sari".5 The Mazandaran pathways facilitated 

transportation and the constluction of buildings in the Caspian Sea area during the reign 

of Shah Abbas I, and also connected Ashraf to the other cities. The road between cities 

was a part of the cOlnmunication plan between Isfahan and the Persian Gulf. Ahsan al-

Taqas im Moqadasi, quoted by Heinz Gaube, stated, "In the north-east of mountainous 

Kohgi loyeh was a road to Samirom and Isfahan".6 

The town of Ashraf (Behshahr) is situated not far fron1 Astarabad (Gorgan) . It is close 

to the Turcomans. The palace complex of Ashraf was built with fountains, gardens and 

ponds, and had silver basins on the balconies of the buildings. Running water was 

brought from the mountains, called Baghat, about two kilometres from Ashraf. The 

Shah's palaces and gardens were probably used for more than just hunting, and were for 

5 See Setoudeh, "Az Astara ta Estarbad" , vol. 5, part 2, p. 682 . 
6 Gaube, "Arjan v Kohgiloyeh", t -anslated by Saeed Farhoudi, p. 209. 
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meetings with his ministers and with army generals from around the empire. During 

Abbas 1's reign the Caspian Sea was a strategic situation. Furthermore, insurgency in 

that area was a threat that had faced Shah Abbas for a long time. According to Lockhart, 

"In 1578 the tribe split into two halves which gradually became independent of each 

other; one half, which retained the name of Ghazi Quml1q, remained in the mountainous 

inland region, while the other, the Qurnl1q, occupied the low country bordering on the 

Caspian".7 Trade promotion was also important in the region. Another reason that 

prolonged the stays of Shah Abbas was the insurgence of the Turcoman groups. They 

continually crossed from Astrabad to Mazandaran for the purpose of looting and killing 

people. Shah Abbas ordered a four farsakh (24 km) fosse to be dug from the seaside to 

near the mountain. He ordered a small bridge over the fosse to be built for traffic. 8 A 

sentinel city guard controlled the Turcomans and kept the region at peace. It was after 

the construction of Ashraf that Shah Abbas I ordered the fosse to be dug. Probably 

around one and half centuries later the governor of Mazandaran renovated that fosse. 9 

The inauguration of Ashraf, with the construction of its gardens, pavilions and palace 

complex, and also the yearly visit of the king, was the cause of a ch~~ge in the social 

status of Mazandaran. It is not clear what was the reason the kings' spring quarters were 

used for hunting purposes as opposed to his summer quarters. The spring quarters in 

Persian were called yailaqi (rural life), and they acquired greater significance as the de 

facto capital. But it seems that whenever the king resided, Ashraf was referred to as 

Dowlat-e Ashraf, the centre of his Mazandaran rule. Foreign travellers were received at 

the Ashraf palaces, and also ambassadors were received for negotiating diplomatic 

treaties. Shah Abbas also received Della Valle in Ashraf. Della Valle reported that this 

city was: 

"About two leagues or less from the sea, situated at the end of a most beautiful 
plain, at the foot of some little hills which rise up to the south. It is an open 
place, now starting to be built up, and until now there has been nothing except 
the royal house, still not furnished, with its gardens: and there is a road of the 

7 Lockhart, "The fall of the Safavi ... ", p. 9. 
8 Nevertheless Rabino reported that the fosse was dug by Mohammad Khan Savadkouhi Governor of 
Mazandaran in 1771. This assertion could be Rabino's mistake. See Setoudeh, "Az Astara ta Estarbad", 
vol. 5, part 2, pp. 735-736. 
9 See Setoudeh, "Az Astara fa Estarbad", vol. 5, part. 2, p. 734. 
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bazaar, with many, many other houses, scattered haphazardly here and there in 
the middle of trees, over a huge tract of land".lD 

As noted earlier, Della Valle's report shows that Shah Abbas was in the early stages of 

his plan of construction of the town, and he had built a number of gardens and palaces 

in the current location of Behshahr. For the notable issue of the urbanisation of Ashraf 

and Farahabad, which was helpful to the Shah, he was indebted to his Mazandaran 

Vizier, Saru Taghi. He was an enthusiastic builder and "constructed a long causeway in 

Mazandaran, renovated the sacred structures in Najaf [a city in Iraq today], and was 

responsible for erecting several buildings in Isfahan".ll 

Sam Taghi had a significant building career in the Safavid period. His works offer a 

glimpse of some of the mechanisms involved in the fonnation of the Safavid 

architectural taste in this period. l2 Apart from the vizier, there were Abbas's European 

engineers and artists who painted his palace. Van Hasselt painted the royal palace at 

Ashraf on the Caspian Sea, where he followed the Shah regularly. According to Floor, 

"Della Valle says that van Hasselt was sent back to Europe to find painters there for the 

Shah".l3 It is true to say that Abbas I was interested in painting his favorite residence 

palace in the European style. Even though Shah Abbas I was the most liberal king of the 

Safavid dynasty he still held Shia beliefs. 14 He had good taste in encouraging his artists. 

He was a good art collector and sometimes, when he was in a good mood, "munnured a 

piece of his own made poem".l5 

From the evidence of the remaining Safavid buildings and gardens in Behshahr, and 

also according to the reports of travellers, Shah Abbas's town planner focused on ponds, 

10 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", p. 150. 
II Blake, "Half the World", p. 10. 
12 Saru Taghi, who was one of the greatest and most esteemed ministers of Shah Abbas in Mazandenin, 
became vizier of Federal Government during the reigns of Shah Safi and Abbas II. The road construction 
and the urbanisation occurred under his surveillance. Probably "Saru village" in the east of Behshahr 
belonged to him. For more information see "Ashraf al-Blad" by Askari, p. 153. On the morning of 
Wednesday 11th of October, 1645, Sam Taqi, the grand vizier of Shah Abbas II (1642-66), was 
assassinated by a faction of his government. The most detailed account of the murder is related by the 
French traveler Jean Chardin, who opened his unusually lengthy passage on Sam Taghi with an account 
of his famous mansion in Isfahan. See Canby, "Safavid Art and Architecture", p. 20. 
13 Floor, "Dutch painters in Iran during the flrst half of the 17th century ",p. 146. 
14 The name of Sahebzaman for the audience chamber was religious, to give stateliness to audiences 
especially when the Shah was in the palace. Unlike his grandfather Shah Tahrnasp, Shah Abbas was not 
very religious . But he deeply respected his nation's faith. Also unli.'I(e Tahmasp and the Safavid founder 
Ismail I, Shah Abbas was not an artist. 
15 Taheri Shahab, "Sokhanan-e Shahriaran", p. 47. 
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streams and gardens more than on internal painting decoration. The fertile location, with 

an annual rainfall of 30-50 inches, offered great opportunity for garden designers. From 

the meanings of the names of the gardens and buildings it can probably be sunnised that 

each building or garden had a specific use. For example, Bagh-e Khalvat (the Private 

Garden) could mean that it was part of the harem. Cheshme Garden (Fountain Garden) 

was so named because of a natural fountain in the centre of the pavilion and the water 

circulation inside and around the building. Bagh-e Zitoun (Olive Garden) was so named 

because of the abundance of olive trees . Bagh-e Tape was Garden on a Hill. Bagh-e 

Shemal (North Garden) was so named because it was on the north of the complex, and 

Baghe-e Sahebzaman which could be reminiscent of the Shia twelfth Imam hidden from 

sight. It is likely that the Sahebzaman Palace used to be Shah Abbas' audience chamber. 

These six gardens were called Bagh-e Shah [Shah Garden] or Bagh-e Chehel Sotun 

[Chehel Sotun Garden], Bagh-e Cheshmeh [Fountain Garden], Bagh-e Khalvat [privacy 

garden], Bagh-e Shamal [North Garden], Bagh-e Saheb-Zaman [Saheb-Zaman Garden] 

and Bagh-e Tapeh [Hill Garden]. These gardens were all connected to each other except 

for the Cheshmeh Garden. The plans of the gardens and palace area in Ashraf were 

drawn by De Morgan in 1889 and later in 1937 by Wilber in the bulletin of the 

American Institute, and show the accurate location of the gardens of the palace (Figs 

381-382). 

The gardens were reached beneath a naqqara-khana, a place from which, for instance, 

musicians would sound a fanfare for the hours of the day. Like Isfahan and the majority 

of the large cities in Iran, sunrise and sunset were signalled by naqqara (drun1). Drums 

were usually used in army bases and palaces. Probably the naqqara-khane of the palace 

was built between the evergreen trees of the gardens for reveille. During his visit Della 

Valle described his residence, which had a large courtyard, "but all in the shade, and so 

covered over by dense trees that the sun rarely, if ever, penetrates there". 16 

Consequently, the drum was needed in order to know the time of sunrise and sunset. 

Probably at that period of time the drum was used for both palace residents and the 

public, especially at the time of national festivals and the New Year Nowruz. In the 

Ashraf palace the naqqara-khane was located in Bagh-e Shamal, which was occupied 

by a guardroom in which visitors were received. 

16 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", pp. 150-151. 
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Fig.381.Ashraf. PaJace and gardens area plan. (After De Morgan, "Mission Scientifique ell Perse, Etude 

Geographique, Tome. I, p. 181, 1889 
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Fig. 382. Ashraf. Palace and Gardens area, plan. (After Wilber, "Persian Garden and Garden 

Pavilions", 1962. 
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The main entrance of the palace area, which was probably in the present day Behshahr, 

is the actual main door on Shahrdari Square (Municipality Square). The gardens of 

Behshahr are gardens of the foothills. These gardens, which travellers described, were 

totally different from the Isfahan and Qazvin gardens. At Isfahan and Qazvin, the 

builder was required to build streets first, and only afterwards to plant trees. In Ashraf it 

was a different situation. Masters need to cut the trees first, then to build the streets and 

palaces. The ring of jungle around Mazanderan was helpful for the creation of the 

garden and palace buildings in Ashraf. 

Herbert described the location of the pools, gardens and palace. He noted, 

"The palace is large, and looks into very pleasant gardens, albeit the building 
itself be not very regular, but rather confusedly divides itself into four mohals, or 
banqueting-houses, which be gorgeously painted ... After four days' repose, the 
King assigned him his day of audience. It was the five-and-twentieth of May ... 
At our alighting an officer bade us Hosh-galdom [welcome], and ushered us into 
a little house which stood in the center of a large court, wherein was no other 
furniture save a few Persian carpets, which were spread about a white marble 
tank filled with "vater ... Thence we were conducted by some Sultans through a 
spacious garden, which was curious to the eye and delicate to the smell; whence 
we were brought into another summer-house, which was rich in gold 
embossments and painting, but far more excellent in a free and noble prospect, 
from the terrace thereof we had a delightful horizon into the Caspian Sea 
towards the North, and South-ward at a great distance could discern the high 
mountain Taurus". 17 . 

The descriptions of Herbert and Della Valle are mostly about the gardens, which they 

described as large and pleasant. They indicated the building itself, but not the style or 

quality of the building. Both of them described gardens, but Della Valle's descriptions 

were also of the audience chamber, called Divan-Khaneh. Probably this building was 

one of the first buildings which Shah Abbas built in his palace complex at Ashraf. 

Herbert's account, and also the time of the British Embassy mission's [mal arrival at the 

city of Ashraf after travelling the long distance from Isfahan to Mazandaran (which was 

about four hundred miles distant northwards from Isfahan, via Firouzkuh) indicate that 

the weather for the journey which began on May Day was very hot. Accordingly, by 

reason of the intolerable heat they were forced to travel during the night, by day 

17 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", pp.152-154. 
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refreshing themselves in the caravanserais. It seems that because of the Ambassador's 

age and also the climate travel occurred mostly at nighttime, especially when the moon 

made the way easier for the travellers. Herbert's descriptions are mostly about social 

issues, but he also described some of the buildings in the region. Writing about the 

palace complex, he indicated that the chambers were large and square; the roof arched 

and richly gilded. Also he wrote about the pond, which Della Valle had seen in front of 

the Divan-khane and described as a little fish-pond. Herbert noted, that in the midst 

were tanks full of sweet water, and the tank was larger, the material more rich, and 

purling streams were forced up by pipes into another region. I8 Herbert's description 

shows that the audience chamber was more stately than at the time of Della Valle's 

description. Herbert wrote, "But the chamber by the length it had was more resembling 

a gallery than a room of state; the 'ceiling was garnished with gold, and penciled with 

story in lively colours".19 The building which Herbert described as Shah Abbas's 

audience chamber was in Bagh-e Saheb-zaman. The Bagh-e Sahib-zaman contained a 

single building, which appears to have been used exclusively for royal functions and for 

storing and displaying royal possessions. The evidence of the ruins indicates that it was 

two storeys high and that it had at least six very large chambers or halls, and its flat roof 

served as a place of reception. Ten years after Della Valle's report about Ashraf palace, 

which was in 1618, Herbert described the palace in 1628 . Neither of their descriptions 

focused on the lion and sun on the fayade of the entrance portal, which suggests the 

conclusion that construction of the palace was probably not complete during Herbert's 

visit. Hanway in 1745 and Fraser in 1822 both described the lion and sun. Etemad aI-

Saltane (Mohammad Hassan Khan), writing during the reign of Qajarid, mentioned the 

remains of various Safavid buildings. One of these buildings was the Safi Palace, which 

was built on the top of a hill. Etemad al-Saltane noted, as Chardin described, "on the 

tiles of the palace fayade, there was drawn the lion and sun which is Iranian national 

symbol and still remain". 20 

Della Valle's report does not contain a significant description of the whole palace 

buildings but he describes the many staircases with covering roofs that he called 

balakhane or top house. Balakhane or top houses probably were not found in the palace 

18 See Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", p. 152, and Herbert, "Travels in Persia", p. 154. 
19 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", p. 154. 
20 Setoudeh, "Az Astara ta Estarbad", vol. 5, part 2, p. 655. 
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area, because Herbert and another European travelers did not describe them. The 

balakhane, which Mazandanini people call nefar or nepar, was popular in Ashraf and 

all over Mazandaran, but according to Askari, "they were after Second World War step 

by step abolished, and at present in some villages of Mazandaran some still remain" 

(Fig. 383).21 Nepar, as described by Della Valle, usually had no steps. The way to go up 

to the nepar was by a mobile rope stepladder. Della Valle noted that the nepar, or to use 

his word balakhane, was used for coolness in summer and was open on every side, for 

fresh air. According to him the open air in the nepar was not hannful. In Mazandaran, 

and throughout the East, from the Mediterranean and also on many islands of the 

Archipelago, as he had seen in Chios and elsewhere, "it makes one ill to sleep in closed 

rooms during the summer; and whoever wishes to keep well must sleep either under the 

stars in courtyards in the open air, or at least in rooms with their windows and doors 
'd " 22 WI e open. 

Fig. 383 . Mazandaran. Saqa Nefar Tak-ye Pasha Klai Dasht Arnol and Saqa Nefar Tak-ye Pelkan 
Maalem Klai Herazpi Arnol. (After Setoudeh, "Az Astara ta Estarbad" , vol.5, part.2, 

figs . 78-95, pp. 966 -983.) 

These nepar were probably used for security from attacks by wild animals such as 

leopards, foxes, jackals and wildcats during the night and also from burglars. They were 

built in the jungle and foothills. "Shah Abbas I in the year of 1609 hunted 170 ibex, 50 

21 Askari, "Ashrafal-Balad", p. 151. 
22 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", pp .150-151. 
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foxes, 60 wildcats, 90 leopard, and many pigs".23 Given the quantity of animals hunted 

by Shah Abbas in Miankaleh near Ashraf one can imagine that wild animals abounded 

in that region. The mountains of Mazandaran also abounded with wild beasts; among 

others the tiger, panther, bear, wolf, goat, deer of different kinds, and wild boars were 

found in great quantities. 24 

The construction of a Nepar or top house was simple, and it could be made out of wood. 

It is likely that both immigrants and the indigenous people of Ashraf built these local 

and domestic houses, as confinned in the four suburbs of Ashraf being named after the 

citizens of the city. During Safavid times there were four suburbs in Ashraf, namely 

Frash mahale, Naghash mahale, Bazaar mahale and Gorgi mahale. As Monshi noted, 

there was considerable migration from other parts not only to Ashraf, but also over the 

years to Farahabad, as people from all classes of society took up residence there and 

built houses, talars, and whole districts on one side of the river or the other.25 . 

Decampment or migration continued even after Safavid times. "Mohammad Khan Qajar 

transmigrated many people to Ashraf,.26 The suburbs of Cheshmeh-sar and Grylee 

mahale were suburbs of Turcomans who had immigrated from Kalpoush. It seem that 

during Herbert's visit Ashraf was a big city, because he noted that the Sultan governor, 

attended with fifty Qezelbashs, "met the Ambassador three miles from the palace; and, 

having civilly brought us into Ashraf, ushered us to our 10dging".27 

From Herbert's description we can clarify that the reception house for the government's 

diplomatic guests was not very close to the palace. The government reception house for 

diplomatic guests was probably between Abbasabad and the Shah's court. At present, 

because of the winding asphalt road, the distance between Abbasabad and Ashraf is nine 

kilometres, which is around six miles. Consequently, the guesthouse could have been 

somewhere in the middle of this way. Probably Cheshmeh Emarat pavilion would be a 

reasonable guess, because this pavilion was located in a very large garden, which was 

connected to the other gardens, but was outside of the palace complex. Shah Abbas I 

received Della Valle and Herbert in different places in his Ashraf palace. Della Valle 

23 Mahjouri, "Tarikh Mazanderan", p. 100. 
24 See Rabino, "Mazandanin and Astarabad", p. 10. 
25 Houses built on wooden pillars to preserve them from damage by flood water, etc. Such houses are a 
common sight in the Caspian provinces. Monshi's "TAAS", vol. I, p. 1060. Savory footnote. 
26 Setoudeh, "Az Astara ta Estarbad", vol. 5, part 2, p. 616. 
27 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", p. 151. 
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interviewed Shah Abbas in Divan-Khane.28 Herbert's picturesque descriptions show the 

progress of the palace and city of Ashraf ten years after Della Valle's description. After 

a tribute to the skill and wall decoration of John, the Dutch artist, Herbert noted also 

that the floors in that room were overlaid with such large and rich carpets as befitted the 

monarch of Persia. During the Safavid period, to gain access to the palace, visitors 

passed through the main door, which was in front of a long stone-paved street. In the 

North Garden there was a place to wait for admission. Receptions often were in Chehel 

Sotun (Divan-Khane), which was in another garden, and there was a very deep pond of 

30 to 40 square metres built behind that building. 29 

Della Valle noted, 

"At this spot, under the shade of the tree, the vizier bade me sit down and wait; 
and he went on alone into the garden to advise and receive orders. After a long 
while he returned, saying that the King had commanded that he should conduct 
me to the divan-khane of the garden, where his grandest servants stood waiting 
on him. So we went in, and beyond the first door we found. a small courtyard 
which, I supposed, served as a kitchen or serving-room, for I saw being prepared 
there much ice and covered dishes with things to eat, and also, if I am not 
mistaken, there were some glass retorts, for what purpose I do not know. After 
this little courtyard, we passed a second door, with its covered atrium, through a 
small one with a few more guards; and immediately inside stretched the garden, 
square, not very big, in the process of being planted, and situated behind the 
palace, where the level ground ends at the foot of the hills clothed with woods. 
On these hills, the King has also planned, and already started to build, some 
pavilions and loggias, which will be part of the garden".3o 

Della Valle ' s description of the palaces and gardens of Ashraf can be relied on because 

he resided at Ashraf during the time of its construction. Out of his eighteen letters from 

different cities of Persia, and the eight thousand words which he wrote from 

Mazandaran and Qazvin, only a part of a letter indicated the location of the palaces at 

Ashraf. The rest of the information about the beginning of construction is derived from 

a chronogram by Molana Mahmoud Beheshi, which indicated the hand of blessedness 

on the door of "dowlat-e Ashraf'. 

28 His interview is described in a book which he called (Delle Condition di Abbas, Re di Persia). It was 
dedicated to Cardinal Fransesco Barberiti and published in Venetia in 1628. See Savagheb, "Tarikh 
Negari-e Asr-e Safavi-yeh v Shenakht-e Manabe v Makhaz" , p. 203. 
29 See Askari, "Ashraf al-Balad", pp. 211-212. 
30 Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", p . 152. 
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Shah Abbas's Divan-Khane was destroyed during the Afghan revolt. Nader Shah (1736-

47), who was a Safavid anny general and became Shah after the Safavid Dynasty, 

rebuilt it. Nader spent some time in Ashraf, especially during the famous campaign 

against the Lasghis. Adil Shah, who succeeded him, also visited Ashraf occasionally, 

but after his death this part of Persia seems to have become the refuge of insurgents, 

who wreaked their vengeance on anything they could lay hands on.31 Later this building 

was called Chehel Sotun. Melgunov noted, "It said Nader Shah built that building in 

1144/1731, because Ashraf was burned by Afghans". 32 In the present day, the 

completely changed Chehel Sotun is the municipal centre of Behshahr. 

This chapter section is about Ashraf and its civil constructions including roads, its 

layout and gardens, and the specifics aspects of its houses influenced by its exposure to 

wild animals. The top house, which Della Valle during his visit call balakhneh and 

Mazandaram people call nepar, was the native style of building in the Caspian Sea area. 

The design of the building in the middle of the Abbasabad Lake is similar to that of the 

local summer building called balakhaneh or nepar. 

31 See Rabino, "Mazandaran and Astarabad", p. 63. 
32 Melgunov, "Safarnameh", p. 88. See also Setoudeh, "Az Astara ta Estarbad", vol. 5, part 2, p. 632. 
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7. 2. The Shah Abbas Gardens at Ashraf 

Shah Abbas I had a special interest in garden design and streams of water. Most of his 

pavilions, houses and palaces were built in the middle of gardens. The high rainfall in 

the Caspian Sea area had resulted in prolific growth of trees, leading the Safavid 

architects to take advantage of the climate when they built pavilions and houses at 

Ashraf. Della Valle noted, "I saw very pleasingly various plants native to our own lands 

[Italy]".l He described the Ashraf houses as being situated in the shade of trees. Bagh-e 

Shah or the garden of the king (Figs 384-385), as well as having lofty trees was full of 

fruit trees such as orange, sweet lemon and pomegranate. Hanway noted, "the gardens 

consist chiefly in walks, bordered with very large pines, orange, and other fruit trees 

disposed in beds, with streams of water running between them ... another garden, much 

in the same taste".2 The descriptions of Della Valle and Hanway are different from 

those of Gn1e1in who visited Persia in 177l.3 

The Persian courtyard served as a model for India. "Islamic rulers in India adopted the 

same layout and used it extensively in their country for many years. Some of these 

gardens are still in existence. One of the most famous sites n10deled after the Persian 

plan is the fonnal garden at the Taj Mahal in Agra".4 In the Caspian Sea area all of these 

six gardens at Ashraf were close to each other except the Cheshmeh Emarat and 

Abbasabad gardens. Bagh-e shimal, Bagh-e khalvat, Bagh-e haram, and Bagh-e-Sahib-

zaman extend over a total length of 1329 feet (405 metres). This long sequence of 

courtyards, buildings, and gardens is entered by the north through the garden 

appropriately named Bagh-e shomal (the garden of the north). In the garden there was 

water rotation and streams. In Bagh-e Shah was "a large basin of water, and a square 

with marble benches at each comer; a sycamore of prodigious size in the center shaded 

the whole with its extended branches".5 The Bagh-e-Sahib Zaman contained a single 

I Della Valle, "The Pilgrim" , p. 149. 
2 Hanway, "An Historical Account", p. 255. And also Fraser, "Travels and Adventures in the Persian 
Provinces", p. 18. 
3 Gmelin says that Northern Persia does not produce oranges and lemons and that the trees seen at Ashraf 
were probably imported from India during Shah Abbas period. It is known, however, that sweet orange 
from Mazandaran are mentioned in the time of Nasr b. Ahmad the Samanid (died 330/942), whilst 
Bayhaqi speaks in 426/ 1036 of the numerous orange and lemon groves to be seen in Mazandaran". See 
Rabino, "Mazandaran and Astarabad" ,p. 160. 
4 Zeinert, "The Persian Empire", p. 62. 
5 Hanway, "An Historical Account", p. 255. And also Fraser, "Travels and Adventures in the Persian 
Provinces", p. 18. 

374 



Fig. 384. Ashraf (Behshahr). Bagh-e Shah (King Garden or modem name, Bagh-e 
Melat Nation Garden) and its stream, view from South 

Fig. 385. Ashraf (Behshahr). Bagh-e Shah (King Garden or modem name 
Nation Garden) and its stream, view from South 
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building which appears to have been used exclusively for royal functions and for storing 

and displaying royal possessions. The walls of Bagh-e Tapeh were drawn by De 

Morgan during his visit to Ashraf. Apmi from these gardens, which were in the palace 

area, there is a garden in Abbasabad which was located around the dam. In this garden 

was built a water reticulation system. With stone stream bed and water purling in most 

of the gardens, the sound and gurgle of the water was audible (Figs 386-387, 388-389). 

The most frequently mentioned was the Cheshmeh Emarat garden with the fountain. 

Besides the pleasure-house of Safiabad, the Tape garden also commanded a view of the 

plains in all the area around the Caspian Sea. 

In most of the Safavid gardens froln Fin of Kashan to Isfahan and the Caspian Sea, the 

Safavid architects built terraced streams to produce the murmuring sound of the water. 

In Bagh-e Shah of Ashraf, because of the gradient from the mountainside to the garden 

portal, the sound of the water at night must have been delightful, especially when 

combined with the reflection of the thousand lights of the candles around the stream. 

Bagh-e Tapeh (Hill Garden) and its walls were drawn by De Morgan during his visit to 

Ashraf (Fig. 390). Della Valle described Bagh-e Shah and he drew the dining room of 

Divan Khane during his visit to Ashraf in 1618 (Fig. 391). In the present day Bagh-e 

Shah (Nation Garden) is still maintained. The Cheshmeh Emarat and Abbasabad 

gardens are under renovation by the Cultural Heritage Organisation of Mazandanin. 

Fig. 386. Ashraf. Abbasabad. Garden and its stream, view from north. 
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Fig. 387.Ashraf. Abbasabad. Garden and its stream, view from south · 

Fig. 388. Ashraf. Abbasabad. The ruined waterfalls to compound of Gol Bagh, view from lake . 
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Fig. 389.Ashraf. Abbasabad. Gal Bagh compound. View from ruined waterfalls 

Fig. 390. Ashraf. Bagh-e Tape (Hill Garden) and its wall. (After De Morgan, "Mission 
Scientifique en Perse, Etude Geographique, Tome. I, fig . 87, p. 183, 1889.) 
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Fig. 391. Ashraf. Divan Khane. Dining room, early 17th century. (After Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", 
p.157) 
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7. 3. History of Dival'l-khal'le (Chehel 80tun) in Ashraf 

Shah Abbas I constructed the Divan-khane or audience chamber. It was at a time when 

the Shah had already begun to have a number of pavilions constructed in the Caspian 

Sea area. In his audience chamber Shah Abbas received the army commanders, the 

viziers of other states, and the guests, moqarebs (intimates), and sometimes the 

ambassadors. Shah Abbas also received Della Valle in Divan-khane. Della Valle's 

drawing of 1618 showed the foods and the flagons of wine in the dining-room, with a 

music band in which were included violins, cymbals, lutes and perhaps other kinds of 

instruments, playing at the stated time of eating. It seems that Divan-khane was 

probably built for multi-purpose use. At the time of Della Valle's visit, he described that 

he saw a slnall courtyard, which he supposed served as a kitchen or serving-room. It 

seems that the kitchen was not attached to the Divan-khane building. Della Valle wrote, 

"the food was brought in through the garden door, coming, I judged, from that little 

courtyard I said was outside, and it was carried by a long procession of men, proceeding 

one by one in file, each one carrying a dish and following the steward (Fig. 391)".1 

During the nIle of Shah Housain the Afghan revolt began and the Divan-khaneh was 

destroyed by fire and rebuilt at the time of Nader Shah (1736-47) with sixteen wooden 

columns. "By the tilne of Homn1aire de Hell's journey, the edifice known as the divan-

khane was built by Nader Shah in first half of the eighteenth century".2 Hanway visited 

Ashraf palace during Nader's reign, but he did not mention the fire. Probably within 

that period of time it was removed in preparation for a new building on the foundation 

of the Safavid's Divan-khane. The new building was erected in the same place, which 

was in the favourite residence palace of Shah Abbas, and was added to the long stream. 

Until recent tin1es the garden has suffered appreciable degradation. Divan-khane was 

renamed Chehel Sotun. Probably this name was used during Qajarid. 

To judge from old photographs and the descriptions of travellers of nineteenth century, 

this building was renovated on several occasions. Bagh-e Shah, which is about 80000 

square metres, is rectangular. There is a stone stream 1.30 metre in width and 30 

centimetres in dian1eter, two metre in length. Every 30 or 40 centimetres there is a hole 

I Della Valle, "The Pilgrim", pp. 153-154. 
2 Porter and Thevenart, "Palaces and Gardens of Persia", p. 119. 
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for a candle (Figs 384-385). On the west of the Bagh-e Shah there was a tunnel which 

was linked to the Safi Palace. This tU1U1el was probably for private use of the royal 

family. The distance between Bagh-e Shah and the Safi Palace was around 1500 

metres. 3 During the Qaj arid period Chehel Sotun changed shape. Builders removed the 

roof and wooden columns and rebuilt the structure with eight arched brick columns. 

During the Pahlavi period this building was renovated again, with a different shape but 

on the original foundation. In 1966 Bagh-e Shah was taken over by the municipal 

administration. Finally, after the revolution of 1979, the building was rebuilt once again 

in the year 1987. The length of this building is three times its width. Wooden floors 

were removed, and after significant changes, in the present day it has become the 

municipality office of Behshahr (Figs 392-393). The name of the Bagh-e Shah (King 

Garden) was also changed, and it is now known as the Bagh-e Melat (Nation Garden). 

Of the entire six garden palace of Shah Abbas, neither Saheb-Zaman, nor the Harem 

Garden nor Bagh-e Shemal remain. 
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Fig. 392. Aslu'af (Behshalu} Bagh-e Shah, modem day, Bagh-e Melat (Nation Garden). 
Northern fa9ade and plan. (After Municipality Office Behshalu·.) 

3 See Ghalehbandi. "Tarikh v Goghrafiay-e Shahrestan-e Behshahr" ,p. 167. 
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Fig. 393. Ashraf (Behshahr) . Bagh-e Shah, modem day, Bagh-e Melat (Nation Garden). 
View of modem municipality Building. (After Municipality Office Behshahr.) 
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7.4. Safiabad Palace 

In regard to the construction of Safiabad (Safi Palace) there are different reports. Some 

chroniclers and travellers noted that Shah Abbas I selected the name of his grandson 

Safi for this palace, which is located on a high hill in a comer of the Albourz Mountains 

(Figs 394-395, 396). The Safi Palace was built in conjunction with Jahan-nema by Shah 

Abbas; subsequently his grandchild Shah Safi I (1629-1642) further developed it. 

According to Askari, "L. Corzon who published his book in 1892 stated that Shah Safi 

built this palace for his daughter". 1 

Herbert, who visited Ashraf during Shah Abbas 1's reign, in 1628, wrote, 

"we were brought into another summer-house, which was rich in gold 
embossments and painting, but far more excellent in a free and noble prospect, 
for from the terrace thereof we had a delightful horizon into the Caspian Sea 
toward the North, and South ward at a great distance could discern the ·high 
mountain Taurus".2 

The description by Corzon contradicts that of Herbert. Concerning Herbert's (1628) 

description of the building, probably Shah Safi (1629-42) and after him Abbas II (1642-

66) repaired the building. Mohammad Taher Vahid Qazvini noted that in the year 

1062/1651, Shah Abbas II (1052/1642-107311661) ordered the construction of a palace 

on the top of the hill and in 106311652 construction was complete. That place was 

called Homayoun Tapeh. "Vahid Qazvini also wrote some poetic verses which describe 

the pools, lake, and paintings which include gazelles, cypress trees and adulatory verse 

to Shah Abbas II".3 On 14 May 1743 Hanway visited the place and described it: "at 

some distance from Bagh-e Shah, on an eminence is a small building, which seemd to 

be intended for an observatory. The whole commands a view of a very fine country, the 

Caspian Sea being about five miles distance".4 

Safiabad is probably the place which Hanway supposed to have been intended for an 

observatory; it is built upon a promontory which is at the end of a spur from the Elburz 

Mountains. Of that building Fraser wrote, "It has the usual large central hall, with 

comer apartments, and many others of smaller dimensions distributed throughout the 

1 Askari, "Ashraf al-Blad", p. 164. See also: Kiani "tarikh-e honar v memari-e Iran dar dor-ye islami", p. 
122. 
2 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", pp. 153-154. 
3 Stoudeh, "Az Astara ta Astarbad", vol. 5, part 2, pp. 658-659. 
4 Hanway, "Historical Account of British trade over the Caspian Sea", p. 256. 
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Figs. 394-395,396. Ashraf. Safi Palace. (After Naserudin Shah Album 1282/1865, Central Library 
of Tehran University), and Present view. (After Cultural Heritage Organisation Sari) 
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thick walls". 5 Melgunov in 1860 noted that at the top of the hill there was a building of 

which the only relnaining part, the white wall, was visible from sea coast. "First level of 

building was beautiful which used to be reception for the great people. The rooms were 

spacious with a pond, but there is not any of the painting and wall tiles. Here was used 

as an astronomic station".6 Safi Palace, which was built in the middle of the hill garden, 

is square in structure and is a two storey building with a circular ceiling. The 

measurements are length 25 metres and width 25 metres. The plan of the building seems 

to be comparable to the Safavid buildings in Fin of Kashan. The three kilometre spiral 

road ends at the main door of the building. The main door is on the north side of the 

building (Figs 397-398, 399). 

-------- ----- ----

o 

Figs. 397, 398 -399. Ashraf. Safi Palace. Plan of ground floor, first floor and roof. (After Nikbakht, 
"Moarefi v bar-rasi-ye anasor v ajza-e shabakehay-e ab rasani mahvatehay-e marboute", 

Cultural Heritage Organisation Sari, second chapter, 
Figs 26, 28 -29, pp. 197, 198 -199.) 

There are five steps up to reach the entrance and the second storey. There are sundry 

rooms in the first storey, and on the second storey there is also a hall with rooms. On all 

sides of this building are several windows. The outside construction materials are tiles 

and bricks. The distance fron1 Safi Palace to the Caspian Sea is sixteen kilometres. 

From this Palace to the Jahal1-nema Palace in Farahabad there is a hill road. Parallel to 

the palace there is a water spring known as Pelangkhil. From line drawings, old 

photographs and the descriptions of travellers, it seems that the headwaters and the 

5 Fraser, "Travels and Adventures in the Persian Provinces", p. 24. 
6 Melgunov, "Safarnameh", (ed. NI. Golrizi), pp. 90-91. 
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water system of this building probably came from springs at the top of the mountain. 

Around the jungle the Safavid made clay water pipes, which still remain. During 

Safavid imes there was a polygonal marble pond at the first storey and beside the 

palace there was a bath, and also lofty trees. Of all the trees around the building, only 

one of th e Safavid cypress trees remains to the present time. The Safi Palace is around 

one hundred and fifty metres from the Caspian Sea. It is forty kilometres to the horizon 

in the daytime, and in the nighttime the lights of Bandar Gaz (the port of Gaz) and 

Bandar Shah (Shah Port) are visible from the top of the building. It seems that the 

design for the sewerage of Ashraf was done by the Georgian and Dutch architects who 

were involved in construction of the palace. The sewerage canals were designed not 

only for the palace but also for Ashraf city. Sewerage canals began from Bagh-e Shah 

and extended to Homayoun Tapeh, and from there were used for agriCUlture. The 

Qajarid king Naserudin Shah (1848-1896) visited the Safi Palace on the Tuesday of 

Shawwa11292/1875. He noted, 

"Ten years ago [fourth of Dhu al-Hijja 12831 1866] we were here, and this 
Safavid Imaret was a ruined building. We ordered renovation. It still needs some 
more repair, but will be complete soon. Safi building has a very good view. 
From here can see the sea and Miankaleh peninsula. Renovation of Safavid 
buildings during the reign of Qajarid Naserudin Shah was by Ali Reza Khan 
Azdul-malak".7 

In fact, the history of Iran during the Qaj arid dynasty and evidence from the records of 

travellers show that most of the Safavid buildings, especially Safi Palace, fell into decay 

because of weak governments in Qajarid times, during the periods of Fath-Ali Shah 

(1797-1834), Mohammad Shah (1834-1848) and Naserudin Shah (1848-1896). Most of 

the sacred buildings to which people gave attention still remain, but the Safavid palaces 

and houses fell into decay very early. The Qajarid monarchs refused to authorise the 

smallest expense towards keeping up the substantial repair of any part of the palace. 

Fraser's description clarifies the process of decay of the Safavid buildings during the 

Qajarid era: 

"A Seyed, who acts as a sort of architect here, took occasion, during one of the 
king's visits to Mazandaran about three years before, to represent to his majesty 
in person the state of these buildings, entreating him at least to put in order the 
Imarut-e Chushmah [Cheshmeh Emarat]"; but his majesty replied, "It will cost 

7 Setoudeh, "Az Astara ta Astarbad", vol. 5, part 2 , p. 653. (Setoudeh quotation is from the page 76 of Al-
maser val-Asar). 
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too much money; the king cannot afford it." "Then will the King of Kings 
consent to order repairs to Sooffeeabad? "[ Safiabad] The same answer was 
returned by the monarch. "Then," insisted the Seyed, "if the father of the world 
will not authorize this expenditure from the royal treasury, at least let it please 
him to sanction it from the treasures of the founder Shah Abbas?" "Hah!" cried 
the king, "and where are these to be found?" "Why," returned the Seyed, "your 
slave would humbly represent to your majesty, that the water of this fountain, if 
put to proper account, would produce three thousand khurwars8 of rice, and if 
your majesty would but order the advance of two or three thousand tomauns 
[Iranian currency], the revenue thus derived from it would repay the cost in less 
than ten years." "Say no more, say no more," cried the economical monarch, 
"the king can make no outlay; the profit is too small, and too distant; the king 
can do nothing of the kind". 9 

Thus the place has not only been neglected, but systematically dilapidated; everyone 

who chooses, carries off the tiles and other materials which he fancies, for his own use: 

the fine flag-stones, many of them six feet square, which were brought at enormous 

expense from Bako in Sheerwan, as well as the beautiful marble slabs which formed the 

basements, were all fastened together by iron clamps cemented with lead; these have 

been broken in pieces for the sake of the metal; and the fragments, with a quantity of the 

brick and tiles, have been carried away by the Mullah of the neighbouring town, for the 

purpose, as they say, of building a miserable college. 10 

The Safi Palace was renovated during Pahlavi's period. In Reza Khan's period (the 

early Pahlavi dynasty) this palace was renovated, and because of its proximity to the 

Sea it became an American radar control tower (Figs 400-401, 402).11 Probably during 

the cold war between Soviet Union (Russia) and United States of America, the Safiabad 

building was used as a spy tower to observe the Soviet Union's Red Army in the 

Caspian Sea region. At the end of the Pahlavi regime the Safi Palace was used for 

meteorology, and probably at present is used for the same purpose. This building was 

thus used for different purposes and was reconstructed several times. In the present day, 

the only remaining original part of the Safavid's Safiabad Palace is the foundation. 

8 One· khurwar is 296/96 kilogram. 
9 Fraser, 'Travels and Adventures in the Persian Provinces", p. 25. (Seyed: as all the descendants of the 
~rophets are called). 
o See also Fraser. "Travels and Adventures in the Persian Provinces", pp. 25-26. 

11 d Setou eh. "Az Astara ta Astarbad", vol. 5, part. 2 , p. 658. 
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Figs. 400,401-402. Ashraf. Safi Palace. Close views and a view from Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. 
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7. 5. Che~shnleh Emarat Pavilion 

One of the Safavid's domestic buildings remalmng In Behshahr is the Cheshmeh 

Emarat (Fountain Pavilion), located on the south side of the city, between Abbasabad 

and Bagh-e Shah. The pavilion has been built over a very copious fountain. 1 The 

rectangular building is 25 x 22 metres (Figs 403-404). The shape of the building 

structure is square and the rooms are vaulted. There are four aiwan (porches) in the four 

comers of the building (Figs 405-406, 407-408). At the present time renovation of the 

exterior walls and the interior of the first storey is finished and the second storey is still 

under design (Figs 409-410).2 

From the pool in the lniddle of the building water flowed out by courses made for the 

purpose on each face of the building. Around the pavilion are streams, while in the front 

of each aiwan is a small square pool (Figs 411-412, 413-414). The water reticulation is 

evidence that the Cheshmeh Emarat must have been a delightful retreat in the heat of 

summer. The water is constantly running, with a soft rippling sound, so refreshing and 

making the inside of the building cool. The water rises fronl the ground within a cistern 

around eighteen feet square. It flows in a full stremn, supplying a canal and the garden 

with water. The water of the streams, after circulating in the building, supplies its 

garden with the water required for cultivation. In Behshahr there is a large tract of rice 

tillage. 

Cheshmeh Emarat is a two-storey building, but the second floor has suffered much 

damage, probably during the reign of Qajarid. It seems that shrubbery, and especially 

the coastal fig which grows in abundance in the Mazandanin region, may be one of the 

causes of the decay (Figs 374-375). The interior design of the first floor, especially the 

holes in the wall use for shelving, suggests that the pavilion had a gallery for music. The 

groups of nlusicians probably played music around the fountain in the Iniddle of the 

I At the present time the fresh water of the city of Behshahr comes from this fountain. The water storage 
tank is in the Cheshmeh Emarat garden. It is about twenty metres in front of the pavilion. The Cultural 
Heritage Organisation of Sari asked the municipality of Behshahr to change the water storage tank and 
move it to another part of the city. They also asked people who built their houses very close to the 
building to move to another part of the city. During the anarchy days of the revolution in 1979, many 
people built illegal buildings around the heritage buildings. 
2 Renovation of this building began ten years before the revolution of 1979 but it was discontinued for 
several years because of the revolution. In 1981 it was once again continued under the control of Cultural 
Heritage Organisation of Sari. 
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Fig. 403. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. Plan. (After Wilber in the Bulletin of the American 
Institute for Iranian Art and Archaeology, fig. I I , p. 120) 

Fig. 404 . Asru-af. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. Before renovation. (After Cultural Heritage 
Orga nisation Sari) 
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Figs. 407-408. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. Northwest and southeast elevations. 
(After Cultural Heritage Organisation Sari 2002.) 
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Fig. 409. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. View from west 

Fig. 410. Ashraf. Cheslm1eh Emarat Pavilion. View from north 

392 



W 
'D 
W 

Fig. 411. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavi lion. Stream canal, view from north. ~ 
Fig. 412. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. Stream canal and pool, 

view from northeast. T 



Fig. 413. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. Stream canal. View from east. 

Fig. 414. Ashraf. Cheshm,eh EmaJ'at Pavilion. Pool and stream canal. View from south. 
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large hall. The sound would have reverberated all around. In the four comers around the 

fountain, canals were inserted into the walls as air holes and also providing sound to the 

top floor. With this architectural acoustic technique, sound could be transmitted to the 

rooms and around the four ponds in the top floor. Taking into account the large space 

between the ponds, together with the circulation of the water and the mellow music, it 

may be surmised that this pavilion was used for festivities and entertainments. The 

water comes froln several fountains which connect with each other. There is no strong 

evidence as to whether the fountain is natural or not. Fraser visited the building on the 

18th of April 1822. He could not clearly ascertain whether this fountain was natural or 

artificial. He noted, "probably it may, in a great measure, be collected into one point 

from various sources in the neighbouring hills; and it has been said that the assistance of 

an European engineer was obtained for the purpose".3 Fraser did not mention who the 

European engineer was. His knowledge mostly relied on Hanway's report. Hanway 

visited Cheshmeh Emarat on the 15th of May 1743. He did not note any participation of 

European engineers in the construction of this building. The only short report from 

Hanway is about the spring which, he noted, supplied water to the greatest part of the 

whole: in this was a stately dome, whose top was indifferently well painted. Hanway 

noted, "The wall were covered with Dutch tiles as high as the gallery".4 Both Fraser's, 

and those of Hanway are not free from error. With regard to the statement about Dutch 

tiles, Hanway's description has no evidence to prove it. The pieces of tile which 

Hanway described as Dutch tile still remain, but they show the original style of Safavid 

tiles. The tiles are mostly yellow and cobalt blue, with a diruneter of 2.5 centimetres. 

The green coloured tiles, and also the white and the sky blue with a navy blue line are 

2.5 cm in diameter (Figs 415-416, 417-418). The basic evidence shows that this is the 

style of tile which was used in Safavid buildings in the cities around Persia. 

As noted earlier, the second storey of the Cheshmeh Emarat pavilion started to decay 

around 1822, during Qajarid's reign. The water canals were in good shape because they 

were used for cultivation. During his visit Fraser noted a canal carrying water, faced 

with stone, with several small cascades in its course. It seems Fraser's that description is 

of small stone basins and streams, which still remain (Figs 419-420). The water, which 

Fraser also noted, ran through the centre from the pavilion at the further end. Fraser also 

3 Fraser, "Travels and Adventures in the Persian Provinces", p. 24. 
4 Hanway, "The Historical Account of the British Trade over the Caspian Sea", p. 256. 
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Fig. 415. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. Pieces of original tiles, (author collection.) 

Fig. 416. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. Yellow and cobalt blue tile, (author collection.) 
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Fig. 417. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. White, cobalt blue and light blue tile. (Author 
collection.) 

Fig. 418. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. Green colour tile. (Author collection.) 
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Fig. 419. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. Stone basin 

Fig. 420. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. Stone basin and stone stream . 
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noted that a canal of water was bordered with fine old cypress and orange trees; and that 

there were a great many of the latter, as well as of pomegranate trees, all through the 

garden. At the present time, nothing remains of those old cypresses which Fraser 

mentioned. 

The building also has a dome, which was painted inside. European artists painted the 

Safavid buildings in Isfahan, so probably those paintings as well were European work. 

It seems that the Cheshmeh Emarat dome also fell in the early nineteenth century. 

Fraser described, "rising in the center to a fine dome, a great portion of which had fallen 

about a month before [15 March 1822J into cistern below, and nearly choked it Up".5 In 

the trough of the two storeys there is a central space. There are four stages in the four 

comers with four orifices. Each orifice is 620 centimetres and each stage has a three-

door face to the outside of the building. In the four corners of the building there are four 

rooms each of which measures 520 x 700 centimetres. The arches of the centre and the 

arches of the rooms are semilunar (Figs 421-422). The northeast and southwest loggias 

are symn1etrical. From the ground floor there is a spiral staircase also to the second 

floor. 

On the second storey, the water ran through clay pipes into small ponds (Figs 423-424). 

A.fter circulation, the water ran back again to the ground floor. The Cheshmeh Emarat 

Pavilion has aiwans and porphyry covered the plinth. The structure and the shape 

resemble those of Qazvin's Chehel Sotun (Orshi Khaneh) and of Isfahan's Hasht 

Behesht. Those three Safavid pavilions often served multiple functions, from 

administrative to residential, also holding ceremonial events for festivities. With regard 

to the Cheshmeh Emarat, the hidden air cavity between the building walls from the 

ground floor to the top storey, which had the function of music acoustics or dispersion, 

indicates that this pavilion served as an entertainment place. The sound acoustic design 

of Cheshmeh Emarat was probably duplicated from that of Isfahan's Ali Qapu palace. 

Another elelnent comn10n to Cheshmeh Emarat and Ali Qapu in Isfahan is the pond. 

Both buildings have a pond on the second floor. The Ali Qapu pond is metallic, but for 

Cheshmeh Emarat it seems that tile was used. The old people of Behshahr, especially 

Mr Ismail Hadadi, the watchman of Cheshmeh Emarat building whose father was in the 

5 Fraser, "Travels and Adventures in the Persian Provinces", p. 23. 
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Fig. 421 . Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. Isometric view of the first block. 

Fig. 422.Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. First block interior, 
view from second floor. 
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Fig. 423. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. Schematic of a pool in the second storey. 

Fig. 424. Ashraf. Cheshmeh ElIlaral Pavilion. View of a pool in the second storey. 
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same position, related that they saw the tiles of the ponds and that they were coloured 

tiles. On the top floor of Cheshmeh Emarat was a dome. At present the Cultural 

Heritage Organisation of Sari has begun seeking to find a model for its replacement. 

During his visit to Ashraf in 1743 Hanway noted, "In this pavilion was a stately dome, 

whose top was indifferently well painted".6 In the year 1822 Fraser, during his visit, 

also repeated Hanway's description. 

Once again, with regard to the wall, which Hanway noted was covered with Dutch tiles, 

it is likely that he was looking at the Dutch paintings. In his journey to Caspian Sea in 

1628, Herbert, writing about the Ashraf palace, described it as rich in gold embossments 

and painting, and he also noted that the roof was arched and richly gilded. Herbert 

stated, "One John, a Dutchman (who had long served the King), celebrated his skill here 

to the admiration of the Persian and his own advantage".7 Herbert did not mention 

anything about Dutch tiles. However, it is probable that the Cheshmeh Emarat pavilion 

was built after Herbert's journey or else its decoration was changed. In many cases later 

travellers, such as Hanway, Fraser and also Herbert, relied on Della Valle's descriptions 

in their reports. For example, Herbert reported the punishment inflicted by the Shah 

upon a Duke for a sexual crime. This anecdote is one which Herbert took from Della 

Valle (vol. ii, p. 609).8 It might therefore be presumed that Herbert's accounts of 

buildings probably also relied occasionally on Della Valle's descriptions. 

Cheshmeh Emarat was built on a mountainside. Considering the ruination of the top 

floor in comparison to the durability of the first floor, it seems that the building was 

based on the bedrock monolith. Building materials used for outside and inside included 

stones, bricks, tiles, grit, cobblestone, lime, mortar, gypsum and clay pipe. The bricks 

were the size of typical Shah Abbasi bricks, 25 x 25 x 6 cm. The cornerstones were 140 

x 100 x 10 em, and the stones were 100 x 50 x 15 cm. Lime mortar with cobblestone 

and also lin1e and grit were used for the base. Because of the humid climate, mortar was 

used in the footings. Around the building there are rill stones and in the environs are 

several basins. Archaeological exploratory bores show many sumps around the 

building, which were probably used for multiple purposes. In the courtyard there are 

6 Hanway, "The Historical Account of the British Trade over the Caspian Sea", p. 256. 
7 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", pp. 154-155. 
8 See Sir William Foster's notes in Herbert, Travels in Persia, p. 319. 
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also pits, which were probably cesspools and boreholes (Figs 425-426). Some of the 

deep pits were dug to help alleviate the humidity around the building. It seems that the 

waterspouts were safety valves to be used at times when the fountain was brimful. 

There is important historical doubt about this building. Earlier travellers such as Della 

Valle and Herbert did not specifically describe the Cheshmeh Emarat building. The best 

description is from Hanway and another traveller who travelled to Ashraf a century after 

the reign of the Safavids. Probably the dome which Hanway noted earlier was like the 

dome of the Hasht Behesht pavilion and also its lantern. As has been noted earlier, this 

building design has some similarity to the Hasht Behesht pavilion in Isfahan, especially 

the vault and pendentives (Figs 427-428). However Safavid building vaults all around 

the country have similar designs. The Hasht Behesht pavilion was built during the reign 

of Shah Solaiman (1666-94). After the death of Abbas I, it is likely that the Cheshmeh 

Emarat pavilion in Aslu·af was renovated during the reign of Shah Safi (1629-42) or his 

successor Shah Abbas II (1642-66). There is no accurate indication of the conshuction 

date. Most of the construction in Isfahan and another part of Iran took place during 

Abbas II reign. In his twenty-five year rule he continued to build according to many of 

the earlier construction plans. The plan of linking the fountainhead of the Karoun River 

to the Zayanderud (Zayande River) was initiated in the reign of Shah Tahmasp I, 

continued in the time of Shah Abbas I, and then by Shah Abbas II. Many historical 

monument of Isfahan belong to Abbas II. 9 

9 Sailing an shipbuilding in Caspian Sea prospered during his reign. He had a popular image. Some of 
the popularity, which is ascribed to Abbas I, in fact was relevant to Abbas II. The golden age of Iran 
economy du ing Safavid continued until the end of Abbas II's reign. For more see Bastani Parizi. "siasat 
v eghtesad-easr-e Salavi", p. 229. 
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Fig. 425 . Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. Courtyard sinkhole. 

Fig. 426. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emarat Pavilion. Courtyard sinkhole. 
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Fig. 427. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emaral Pavilion. First block hall, niches and its vaulted ceiling.~ 
Fig. 428. Ashraf. Cheshmeh Emaral Pavilion. First block hall , vault and pendentives. T 



7. 6. Ashraf's Abbasabad: The Royal Complex in lush forest of Central Alborz 

Nine kilometres southeast of Ashraf (Behshar), and at 370 metres altitude, located on 

the slopes of the Alborz mountains among the lush forests of Jahan-mora, Shah Abbas I 

constructed a complex which included a dam, buildings, Gol-bagh garden, brick towers, 

a road which was paved with stones, a bath and a palace. This Safavid garden became 

the pleasure site of Abbasabad, which was little known to travellers. This garden seems 

to have been a private Safavid garden, which was built with a number of pools in the 

heart of the mountains. The ten-hectare Abbasabad compound was probably built some 

years after the urban constructions in Ashraf. The remains of a palace in the northern 

wing, with a bathhouse and stone-covered yard, shows that the compound on Jahan-

mora was built for the pleasure of the king and royal family. The name of the ruined 

palace of Abbasabad was probably Jahn-mora Palace. This name is homonymous with 

the Jahan-nema Palace at Farahabad. On the 25th of May 1628 Herbert briefly 

described, 

"Abassebaut [Abbasabad] signifies 'Abbas his Garden' ... not above two miles 
thence, surpasses for a curious summer-house, excelling all his other for 
prospect, painting, hummum [flam-mam] (bath), waterworks, and a forest which 
is stored with game of several sorts: so as it attracts the King, who wherever he 
stays long makes cities of small villages". 1 

Another European traveller, Della Valle, who travelled in 1618, did not specifically 

mention the construction of Abbasabad. Consequently it may be presumed that the 

construction of Abbasabad began some years after Della Valle's visit and was 

completed by 1622. In the year 1628 Shah Abbas I celebrated the New Year (21st of 

March) in Mazandaran, at Ashraf. Monshi noted, "This year did not fill the heart with 

joy, in his pleasant residences and gardens and the palace of Abbasabad, which this year 

\vere sad and comfortless"? In that year during the Nowruz festivities Shah Abbas I was 

with the court moqarebs (intimates), and his qurchibashi (anny generals) recently 

recalled from duties in Azerbaijan and Akesqa. They came with a report about a 

eployredment of the Ottomans, and that the Georgian rebel was marching on Erzerum 

with a large anny. The Shah stayed longer in Mazandaran, issued orders for his troops, 

and spent the time in hunting and other pastimes.3 

1 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", p. 152. 
2 Monshi, ''TAAS'' vol. II, p. 1297. 
3 See Monshi, ''T AAS" vol. II, p. 1297. 
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In the year 106311653 Shah Abbas II was in Ashraf. On the Thursday of Rabi-al-aval in 

the day of Nowruz (21 of March) of that year, he was in Abbasabad. He ordered 

illuminations to be lit around the lake. When the servants had installed the torches all 

around the lake, the Shah sat with his intimates in the second storey of the building and 

watched the reflections of the torch lights in the water. The second time he visited was 

in the year 1066/1655. During his visit to Abbasabad Shah Abbas II again ordered 

illuminations and spent the time of the ceremony for the festival in that garden. Sir 

William Foster, the editor of Herbert's "Travels in Persia", noted, "presumably Abbas-

Bagh the famous garden constructed by Shah Abbas, was destroyed by the Afghans in 

1723, and although Nadir Shah restored it, the whole place is now ruined and 

desolate".4 

In the n1iddle of the pool there was a building, which is still standing. On the top of the 

building it seems there was a second storey, which was a wooden structure. At the 

present tilne the wooden upper storey no longer remains (Figs 429-430). It seems that 

the wooden storey was a resting place for Safavid monarchs, especially when they spent 

their leisure tilne in Abbasabad. As has been noted earlier, during ills visit in 1618 Della 

Valle indicated that there was some kind of balakhneh or nepar (upper room) in Ashraf. 

In that era this kind of building was built in all regions of Mazandanin, and was 

especially suitable for heat of summer. Nepar is typical of that region. The reason for 

the style of buildings, as has also been described earlier, was for safety, especially in the 

mountain forests where wild animals abounded and where there was danger of enemy 

attack. This building with a wooden structure on the top, which was built in the middle 

of the lake, was probably the Shah's nepar, and technically it was used to control the 

dam water pressures at times of heavy rainfall. Possibly the building was also used for 

pleasure. Safavid architects designed and built buildings at Abbasabad for multiple 

purposes. Therefore, this building could have been used for fishing or as a cabana for 

summer swimlning or also for night pleasure boating. With the gurgle of the waterfalls, 

and a pond with a waterspout on the second floor, it could even have been the drinking 

lodge bar of Shah Abbas and his moqarebs (intimates). The remaining part of the 

waterfalls around the lake, especially near the palace and bath area, can be taken as 

4 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", p. 318. 
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Figs. 429-430. Ashraf. Abbasabad. Plan, and view of Kiosk in middle of the lake. 
(Plan after Mousavi Nasab, drawing by Karimi, Cultural Heritage Organisation, 

Sari. Summer, 1381/2002.) 
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evidence for this theory. Also the building could be used for keeping watch on the lake 

and dam watch, especially to assess floods and water pressure. 

During the tin1e he stayed in the Abbasabad compounds and especially during the New 

Ye;ar Nowruz festival, the Safavid monarch ordered the thousands of candelas to be lit 

around the lake. Illumination was one of the favourite pleasures of Shah Abbas. "In the 

year 100711598 on the coast of Babol Sar, in the year 102111612 the Bagh-e Aram pool 

in Barfroush (Babol), was illuminated".5 

The building was built of brick. The first floor had four vaults and the second floor had 

a wooden stnlcture. At the present time nothing remains of this second floor. When the 

lake was full of water, the first floor became waterlogged (Figs 431-432). Then the 

second storey was like an islet emerging from the water. The building structure 

consisted of four overarches built on eight pillars. The dimensions of the pillars were 4 

x 31 metres. There is also a cancellate pillar in the centre of the building. The first storey 

cei.ling is domical with holes, and is open between the two storeys. In the summer it 

seems that the wind eddied in the domical ceiling and blew through the holes to the 

sec;ond storey. 

Ac.cording to the site archaeologists, the water to the second storey runs through clay 

pip es. The clay pipe runs directly fron1 fountains in the mountain, which are called 

Ghori Cheshmeh (Teapot Fountain) and Sar Cheshmeh (Head Spring). The water runs 

to tthe second storey via an underground clay pipe. A massive brick pillar pierced with a 

multitude of inlets allowed water to enter from the ground and gush out on the upper 

storry. On the top storey there was a central pond. It is likely that the water from the 

foumtain, which was in the highest place, ran with the pressure and spouted in the 

middle of this pond. After the water had circulated in the top storey pond, it ran from 

the four COI11ers and spilled in to the lake. This design was probably intended to create 

harmony between the gurgling of the water and the warbling of birds in the forest realm. 

5 M,ahjouri, "Tarikh-e Mazandarim", p. 103. 
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Fig. 431. Ashraf. Abbasabad Kiosk. View of the lake and dam, when empty of water. 

Fig. 432. Ashraf. Abbasabad Kiosk. View of the lake and dam, when full of water. 
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The access to the second storey was via a wooden bridge. A part of the wooden bridge 

column still relnains in the lake. Very abundant sycamore and cypress trees surround 

the lake. A palace and a bath were built beside the lake. At the time of construction 

several brick watchtowers were built around the lake. Two of these towers have 

remained to the present day. In other areas of the garden there is an elaborate water 

distribution systen1. Probably towers were built around the lake to function as 

watchtowers, but archaeological investigation shows that the two remaining towers are 

in the line of the water canal. The water fron1 the top of the mountain fountain ran to the 

ham-mam (bath) area and lake. Therefore, the towers were probably more than just a 

watch guard, and were used as culvert syphons of water hydraulic pressure or as valves. 

At present the small entry doors to the towers are blocked. 

The material used for building the towers was 25 x 25 x 5 centimetre bricks with 

mortar. The plan is circular with a dian1eter of 7 metres. The height of one of the towers 

is 14 metres and the other one is 10 metres. Inside the tower building are spiral brick 

steps. According to Abdulvahab Mosavinasab, archaeology stationmaster of Abbasabad, 

and also according to the older people of Ali Tapeh, on the top of the two tOvvers there 

was a pond with clay water pipes (Figs 433-434).6 

The water of the lalre is from Abbasabad spring, which is 300 metres south of the lake. 

The fountain spouts 35 litres of water every second. The water drains to the lake via the 

canal and through ealihenware pipes. 

The architectural design of the ren1aining parts of Abbasabad garden indicates many 

landscaping features. At the present time there are only ruined sections of the walls of 

the palace and the bath beside the lake (Figs 435-436). The garden and some parts of the 

water retic lation strearns are under renovation. The Cultural Heritage Organisation of 

Mazandani has renovated the two brick towers. The distance between the two towers is 

175 metres. The tower which is 14 metres in height has a diameter of 5.2 metres at the 

top and a diaJneter of 7.5 metres at its base. Inside the tower is a step with a width of .8 

metres. The perilneter of the tower-bed is 23.6 metres. The dimensions of the bricks are 

26 x 26 x 5 ...,entilnetres (Figs 437-438). The towers dominate the lake (Figs 439-440). 

6 Abdulvahat Mosavinasab, Cultural Heritage Organisation of Mizandarim. Report article, "Be 
menasebat-e cargozari-ye hemayesh-e bagh-hay-e Irani", p. 4. 
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Figs. 433-434. Ashraf. Abbasabad. Plan and view of a tower. (After Cultural Heritage 
Organisation Sari. ~I~ 
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Figs. 435-436. Ashraf. Abbasabad. Plan of ruined bath and view of the ruined wall. 
(After Cultural Heritage Organisation Sari.) 
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Figs. 437~438 . Ashraf. Abbasabad. Tower before and after renovation. (After Cultural Heritage 
Organisation Sari.) 
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.439-440. Ashraf. Abbasabad. Dam and lake section plan. (After Nikbakht, "Moarefi v bar-rasi-ye 
anasor v ajza-e shabakehay-e ab rasani mahvatehay-e marbote", Cultural Heritage Organisation Sari, 

second chapter, figs. 23, p. 166.) 
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The dam has a good strong shape and provides water for the paddy fields of Altapeh or 

Ali Tapeh, Shah Kileh and Saru. This multi-purpose complex was the Shah and the 

royal family's relaxing place and was also probably used for meetings between the 

Shah's moqarebs (intimates) and his army generals, especially those generals who had 

served for long terms in the battle against the enemy around the borders. Diverting the 

large and small fountain waters from the top of the Alborz Mountain into a unique canal 

running to the lake meant that the dam and lake reservoir winter water could be used for 

cultivation in the summer. The Qajar king Naserudin Shah in 1282/1865 visited 

Abbasabad and noted that the "water of the lake irrigated three villages (Altapeh, Sarou 

and Shah-kileh)".7 The dam of Abbasabad was constructed between the ranges of the 

mountain. The winter rainwater accumulated in the lake, and in the summer, water was 

used for around 150 hectares of land for rice cultivation. With the overflow of the water 

and springs in Abbasabad, probably Safi palace and the Cheshmeh Emarat pavilion 

used the wellspring of Abbasabad. The spillover water of Abbasabad crosses the field 

and after that, runs to the Gorgan Gulf. The dimensions of the dam are 187 metres with 

17 metres height froin the bed. The height below the dam is 20 metres (see Appendix). 

The top of the dan1 was used as a road so that military horses could have access to the 

military and servicemens ' guard base in the n10untains around the lake. In modem times 

it is used for car crossings and it is safe. The Alborz Mountains are on a seismic 

earthquake belt stretching from the Alps and Himalayas, yet despite several powerful 

earthquakes in Mazandarim the dam, which was built nearly four centuries ago, is still 

standing. The materials are stones, bricks, mortar with albumen, wood ash, marine sand 

and clay. The lnaximuln capacity of the dam is 600,000 cubic metres, and its maximum 

surface area is 98,000 square Inetres. The maximum depth of the lake is 10 metres. The 

exit sluice gates are three storeys high, with a dimension of 200 x 80 centimetres. Some 

damaged parts of the dan1 have been recently renovated by the Mazandaran water 

organisation (Figs 441-442). 

7 Setoudeh, "Az Astara fa Astarbad", vol. 5, part 2, p. 662. See also Askari, "Ashraf al-Balad", p. 173. 
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Fig. 441. Ashraf. Abbasabad. The Dam abutments view. 

Fig. 442 . Ashraf. Abbasabad. The Dam abutments view. 
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7. 7. Safavid Building Materials and Methods of Construction 

In the Safavid period (1501-1736), the building materials used were different from those 

of ancient times. Over the long history of Persian architecture, stone, mud brick, plaster 

and wood had an important place. The Iran plateau is mountainous country, and indeed 

Persians called it the roof of the world. Consequently, stone was used not only as 

groundwork, but also for bridges, walls, arches and columns. From the study of 

historical building materials one can conclude that Persia is rich in clay, marl, feldspar, 

silicate, limestone, gypsum, talc, kaolin and quartz. In the Achaemenian Palace of 

Persepolis, Pasargad and other ancient buildings, stone was used as the principal 

material. Different parts of the country used different materials. For instance in Bam, a 

city of Kerman province, house materials in general were mud brick, because it was in a 

desert climate. The Citadel of Bam, which after two millennia was virtually demolished 

by a powerful earthquake in 2004, was built with mud bricks. The very existence of 

buildings derives from the need for better environment conditions. In the early Iranian 

construction of houses, the purpose of the material used was only to keep out rain, 

snow, sun and wind. Thus the purpose of the houses was to ensure human comfort and 

for survival. These kinds of ordinary houses relied on material such as mud bricks, 

which was almost universally used for walls and buildings. Another material for thick 

walls, which was of primary importance in the desert regions, was stone. However, in 

the Safavid don1estic buildings at Qazvin, Isfahan and the Caspian Sea, use of stone was 

not the absolute priority material for house and palace construction. 

The traditional Persian building represents a unique synthesis between Persian cultural 

influences and the need for a rational design for the East, which is a hot arid climate. In 

the Safavid period, Shia beliefs and other religious issues became influential and led to 

new directions in architecture. Coloured tiles, epigraphs, mosques and other religious 

buildings were evidence of this direction. On the other hand, domestic architecture such 

as palaces and houses found it difficult to use these elements in the modem way. 

Moreover, in the time of Shah Abbas I, in which industrialisation and also 

modernisation began, Safavid architecture, especially internal decoration and painting, 

was influenced by Western trends. During the Safavid period mud bricks were used for 

walls and ordinary houses. Because it was the cheapest material, indigent people's 

houses were mostly built of mud brick. Furthermore, in the driest and hottest areas of 
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Iran, the material which was best for keeping cool was mud brick rather than stone or 

other materials. 

The main elements of traditional houses in central Iran are the courtyard, roofs, walls 

and windows. There is a strong connection between architecture and the Iran climate. In 

fact the climate is a dominant factor, and it has influenced the evolution of Iranian urban 

and architectural styles of the hot arid regions. It has produced different physical and 

architectural characteristics in different regions of the country. In some cities the typical 

structure of buildings is open to the favorable wind side and closed to unfavorable 

aspects, especially when the directions of pleasant winds and cool or unpleasant winds, 

mostly in summer, are distinct. Olearius noted, 

"in winter they have their tenuars or stoves, against the cold, so in summer, they 
have their vaulted apartments, and their halls and galleries, with windows on all 
sides, that the wind and air may find their passage in, to moderate their great 
heats ... The extent we have assign'd Persia, from the 25 degree of the equator, 
to the 37 north-ward from the equinoctial line, discovers, that it is seated in the 
temperate zone. Mount Taurus divides it in the middle, almost as the Apennine 
does Italy, thrusting forth its branches here and there into several provinces, 
where they are called by other particular names. The provinces, which have this 
mountain between them and the north, are very hot; but the others, which have it 
between them and the south, have a milder and more temperate air".l 

For this reason the Ali Qapu building in the city of Isfahan, which is surrounded by 

mountains, has many windows all around the building. Thus heat exchange occurring 

by conduction between the building and the ambient air is decreased. 

From the design and structure of their buildings it seems that during the Safavid period 

the main objectives in selecting a suitable building orientation were to minimise the 

1 "The king of Persia heretofore took this convenience, to change the places of their habitations, 
according to the Seasons, passing away the summer at Ecbatane, which is now called Tabriz, having the 
mountain between it and the south-west, and by that means not so much exposed to the great heats: and 
the winter, at Susa, in the province, which, from that name, is now called Susistan, where the mountain 
not only keeps off the north-wind from annoying the inhabitants, but also sends them, heat, by the 
reflection of the sun-beams at noon, and makes the place so delightful, that it hath thence the name Suse, 
that is, Lilly. In spring and autumn, they lived at Persepolis, or at Babylon. The modem king does still use 
the same convenience. Shah Abbas, lived, in the winter, at Farahabad, in the province ofMazandaran; and 
Shah Safi, sometimes at Tabriz, and sometimes at Ardebil, or Qazvin. The city of Isfahan is the most 
commodious of any, as well for winter as summer, inasmuch as being seated in a great plain, at, in a 
manner, an equal distance of three leagues from the mountain, there is always some little wind stirring, 
which cools the air, and comes into all rooms". See Olearius, "The Voyages and Travels of the 
Ambassadors", p. 226. 
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impact of the sun in summer, so reducing the internal daytime temperature, and to 

maximise the solar impact in winter. In the buildings of Qazvin, Isfahan, Kerman and 

the Caspian Sea, methods were different, but in all of the Safavid buildings water, 

windows and shady trees were principal featrues that played a role in the architecture. 

The Tahir (hall) of the Ali Qapu and Chehel Sotun palaces in Isfahan and even the 

balcony around the second storey of Qazvin pavilion and also the traditional Nepar in 

the Caspian Sea region were design elements to promote a cool and pleasant atmosphere 

in the summer. The courtyard, gardens, pools and water circulation in Safavid buildings 

in the hot dry climate were usually the heart of the dwelling spatially, socially, and 

environmentally. 

The town planning of Isfahan during the Safavid period allowed for plenty of garden 

space. According to Tavernier the city was more like a great village than a city; the 

houses stood at a distance one from the other, and each one had a garden.2 De Bruin 

also noted, "a large garden cost them three hundred [omans, which amount to one 

hundred and twenty thousand Ii vres". 3 

The Safavid buildings had thick walls, which were an integral part of both royal and 

indigenous houses in the hot arid zone, averaging almost a metre in thickness.4 The 

advantage of building thick walls was the them1al inertia involved. Moreover, a thick 

wall will radiate heat inward for a few hours after being warmed by the sun. This kind 

of building can absorb heat during the daytime and release part of it at nighttime. This 

method was in the mind of the Safavid architects in all of the Safavid's buildings across 

Persia. In addition, traditional Persian houses, in their design and building construction, 

rely mostly on natural sources of energy. For instance, in Qazvin, Isfahan and the 

Caspian Sea region, where lTIud and bricks were used, and in Dehdasht, where buildings 

were mostly built with stone, all were built with thick walls. Chardin noted, 

"The houses have commonly no rooms, but general rooms, those which have 
upper-stories, have but one, and their ground rooms, are so much the lower 
roofed. The dampness of European countries climate obliged to remove from the 
ground; whereas they scruple not in the East, and especially in Persia, to build 

2 Tavernier, "The six voyages", p. 15I. 
3 De Bruin, "Voyages de Corneeille Le Brun", vol. I , p. 211. 
4 See appendix, Dehdasht building ruins. 
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low, and even to build under ground, as it is practiced in the cold parts of the 
country, because the Air being clear and dry".5 

As a result, during the Safavid era the low rooms in a house were as useful during 

summer as the upper rooms because of the climate. The Safavids developed various 

materials and techniques in order to reduce the thermal stress imposed by building 

strictures on their occupants. Among these materials were plaster made from clay and 

straw that was used in the hot climate regions for the roof, and also the construction of 

buildings in the middle of gardens, with aiwan, windows and water circulation. These 

strategies were frequently used in Isfahan, N aein, Qazvin and the Caspian Sea 

buildings. 

During the Safavid period, buildings in most Persian cities were built with brick, but in 

Dehdeasht the remaining buildings give strong evidence that stone was used as the 

principal material. Even two storey buildings and also domes were built of stone.6 For 

the construction of Safavid buildings, bricks, mud brick, plaster, tile and stucco were a 

priority. However, from historical buildings still standing it seems that stucco, plaster 

and painted plaster (gachbori) decoration was widely used in Persian architecture from 

the Parthian and Sasanian periods in all types of architecture. Stucco decoration was 

used also on plaster made from clay and straw (kiihgel) . 

In the Safavid period kiihgel and clay bricks were used widely, but mostly in ordinary 

houses. In the making of bricks, earth was gathered and moderately wetted- and mixed 

with chaff. Chardin noted that the tiles or clay bricks were made in thin wooden moulds, 

eight inches long, six inches broad, and two and a half inches thick. To make stronger 

clay bricks it \vas necessary to cure them for a few days. The brick makers, with the 

help of others, trod the clay with their feet. In the old days people lnade them at home. 

Clay had to be mixed with straw, and some people used animal hair to make ,it more 

adherent. These kinds of bricks are not brittle. Mostly they are resistant to heat, but it 

depends on the clay. As to burnt bricks, they are made of two parts clay and one part 

ashes, well worked together in wooden moulds, larger than the tile moulds. Mud bricks 

had to be left in the sun for several days to become very dry, and then the brick maker 

turns them onto the other side for more than a week. 

5 Chardin, "Sir John Chardin's Travels in Persia", pp. 257-258. 
6 See appendix for Dehdasht's stone dome. 
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In a building such as Ali Qapu there was no significant use of the mud brick. Writing 

about the wall materials of ordinary buildings of the Safavid period, Chardin noted, 

"They line the walls with earthen tiles, as the Dutch do their chimneys". 7 Those kinds of 

walls also were used in civic buildings. 

It was customary to build a wall all around the back yard and garden and orchards. All 

the houses, especially in rural areas, had a large back yard, which was used for animals 

and also chickens and vegetable planting, or for fruit trees for the needs of the family. 

Among various elements and devices of Safavid houses in the cities and countryside, 

important components of the house included windows for lighting and also cellular 

windows for summer, and a fireplace for internal heating. Even in the hot areas of 

country the fireplace was an important part of the house. It seems that fireplaces in those 

areas were used for occasional cold weather conditions, but probably also for cooking 

the food of householders. 8 

The archeological examination of Ali Qapu in 1965-66 showed the depth of different 

parts of the Ali Qapu foundation. The ground level of the foundation becomes deeper 

starting from the North-West comer (-2.20 m.) until it reaches the eastern boundary of 

the front building over the square (- 3.35 m.). A careful analysis of the methods used in 

the construction of the palace atrium of Ali Qapu seems to sum up most of the Persian 

technology of the time, considered both in its advantages and disadvantages. The 

technical method that was used in the construction of Ali Qapu is repeated in other 

building constructions and in general was the same. For instance, the foundations of Ali 

Qapu are of the stone filling and mortar type, with the excavations being filled in with 

large fragments of dark grey limestone. The stones were mostly brought from 40 to 60 

kilometres away to the south-southeast of Isfahan, the city being surrounded by 

mountains. 9 

The foundations of the most substantial houses of Isfahan are constructed of red bricks, 

in general a foot above the surface of the ground. Those houses are overlaid with lime 

and plaster, well mixed and beaten together, that makes hard cement and makes plaster 

7 Chardin, "Sir John Chardin's Travels in Persia", p. 264. 
8 See appendix, Dehdasht building ruins. 
9 Galdieri, "Esfahan Ali Qapu", pp. 42-55. 
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become stiffer. Another feature that was common in Persia, especially during the time 

of the Safavids time, was the wall around the back yard of the house. These walls were 

high, because of the religious reasons and to ensure the privacy of the women's harem. 

The second important element of Safavid buildings was the top of the house, which was 

mostly vaulted. From the many domes that existed, it seems clear that bricklayers 

involved in Persian architecture had special skills in building vaults and domes. Chardin 

noted, "There is no country in the world where they make domes, both so high and so 

stately ... I have seen colors no where so fme as in Persia, for the beautifulness, 

duration and thickness, both of the natural and artificial colors". 10 From details provided 

in the descriptions of travellers, as well as from photographs and the buildings that 

remain, it seems that the vaults of the houses were built low. Furthermore, especially in 

the period of the Safavids, Persian architecture buildings commonly had terraces on the 

top. Thus, by filling in the spaces between the cupolas, and levelling the area, the 

inhabitants could lie there and take the fresh air. 

However, in ordinary and common houses that method was not used. In ordinary 

houses, they left the vaults to stay as they were, with no spaces between them. The 

common houses also had common ornaments and painting decoration. It seems that the 

use of carved work as house decoration was not universal. Elements drawn from nature, 

such as foliage, flowers and birds, were rough carved in the plaster with cutting tools. 

De Bruin, who himself was a painter and painted Shah Housain's portrait, wrote, 

"The greatest part of the Persian have pictures in their house, and especially 
representations of horse hunting-matches, and of all sorts of animals, birds and 
flowers, wherewith their walls are also filled, as hath already been said. They 
have even professed painters among them, the two best of which, in my time 
[1703], were in the service of the king. I had the curiosity to pay a visit to one of 
them, and I found his works far above the idea I had conceived of the matter; 
they consisted only of birds in distemper, but extremely neat".11 

The other building materials of interest were those used for windows. Windows in the 

houses of ordinary people were different from those of the rich. Ordinary house 

windows were made of basic wood. The upper part was lattice, and the rest was made of 

10 Chardin, "Sir John Chardin's Travels in Persia", pp. 260-261 . 
II De Bruin, "Voyages de Comeille Le Brun", vol. I, p. 220. 
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plain wood. On the other hand, rich people's houses had sashes and square windows 

made of thick, waved glass. The glass was in different colours, mostly red, yellow and 

green. It seems that they made also a kind of window which incorporated glass, which 

Char-din noted was set in plaster, in the figure of birds, or of flower-pots, and the rest 

was made of bits of glass of all colors. This type of glass was made in Isfahan. 

However, the glass of Shiraz was the finest in the country. 

A common part of houses, even those of middle-class people, was a pool. Pools were 

built with bricks, overcast with a cement called Ahacsia, black lime. In the process of 

time black lime becomes harder than stone and marble, because the cement is made 

using ash from the hearths, which is mixed with quick lime. Using mortar and these 

other materials is a sure proof against fire and water. Consequently, those materials 

were useful in Safavid architecture. Chardin wrote, "F or in rich men's houses, the 

Basins are built of very hard Freestone, Edged all round with white marble".12 

The materials used in domestic architecture in the Safavid period were most commonly 

stone, mud-brick, bricks, tiles, wood, mortar, whitewash, glass and also marmar sefid 

(alabaster). For decoration, alabaster was occasionally decorated with tempera and also 

sometimes with oil painting. An example of this is the alabaster slabs fonning the outer 

edge of the throne room in Chehel Sotun. Plaster was also commonly used for 

decorative moulding, especially moqarnas (stalactite work). Another very commonly 

used material was sun-dried bricks covered, like all the walls and roofs of the houses, 

with a mixture of mud and straw (kiihgel). Another material was stone. In Ali Qapu, for 

instance, two different kinds of stone were used. In fact, two particular different kinds 

of stone were used more frequently in Persian buildings. The first is a grey or bluish-

grey limestone, slightly veined with calcite. This was quarried about 50 to 60 km south-

east of Isfahan. According to Galdieri, this grey stone "is hard, fairly compact but easy 

to work, ranging from large slabs 30 - 35 cm thick to 6 - 7 cm ones. In Ali Qapu none 

of the slabs are less than 12 -15 cm thick".13 This kind of stone was usually used for 

socles and baseboards and had a height of 1.60 - 1.8.m, and was also used.for .the seats 

and flooring of the entrance and the ground floor niches. The second kind of stone is 

called marmar-e sefid. 

12 Chard in, "Sir John Chardin's Travels in Persia", p. 262. 
13 Galdieri, "Esfahan Ali Qapu", pp. 67-68. 
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Wood as a principal material for building construction was important to the Safavids' 

architects. The wood used in the Ali Qapu building for instance was of two types. The 

first was cenfir (the plane tree, platanus orientalis), which was used for the body of 

columns and for the additions to the capitals; and the other was kabudeh (poplar, 

populus dilatata) , which was used for the ceiling frames (which were then completed 

with harder wood) and for the gratings. From travellers' descriptions and also from 

drawings it seems that the city of Isfahan abounded in plane trees, which are called 

Chenar. Because of their large area of shade, not only were plane trees planted in the 

palace area and royal gardens, but they were also planted along the Chahar Bagh 

Avenue. Shah Abbas encouraged tree planting and only allowed trees to be planted in 

his presence. Chardin, as quoted by Orazi, noted, "The great king wanted two coins of 

his realm to be buried under each tree, one gold, the other silver". 14 The use of wood for 

the columns of the Safavid buildings in Isfahan was the result of this local abundance of 

trees. However, the good wood for doors and windows was brought from Mazandaran. 

Chardin wrote, 

"The Persian have but indifferent carpenters; the reason of it is, because, of the 
little wood there is in Persia, and of the little timber they commonly use in 
buildings; tis not so with the joiners; they are very skilful, and very ingenious in 
composing all sorts of inlaid-work and mosaick-work, and they make noble 
ceilings in that kind; they fit them all on the ground, and when they are done, 
they raise them up over the top of the building, on the columns, that are to bear 
them up: I have seen a whole one of fourscore-foot diameter; rear'd up, with the. 
help of a machine (Fig. 443)".15 

Consequently it could be claimed that the orders of Shah Abbas I involved more than 

just concern for the environment and the shade of garden trees; they also considered the 

future of building construction. During Abbas II reign the availability of wood resulted 

in the wooden talars of Ali Qapu and Chehel Sotun in Isfahan. 

14 Orazi, "Grate lignee nell 'architettura Safavide", p. 65. 
15 Chard in, "Sir John Chardin's Travels in Persia", p. 264. 
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Fig. 443. Wooden Crane (after Chardin, "Sir John Chardin's Travels in Persia", p. 265). 
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8. Conclusion 

The progress of building construction is described both during times of economic 

flourishing and also during the period of war and domestic conflict. Consideration is 

given to the factors that provided political motivation for Shah Abbas I to facilitate 

communication between his capitals and other parts of Persia. 

8. 1. Three provinces of Safavid architectural development during the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries 

The principal concern of this study has been concentrated on the three provinces of 

Qazvin, Isfahan and the Caspian Sea for their architectural development during the 

Safavid era. Historians' and travellers' descriptions in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries concern the emergence of Safavid architecture in Iran. A few Safavid 

buildings still remain in the first Safavid capital, Tabriz, but the palaces were 

demolished by earthquakes. Both the descriptions of travellers and the histolical 

evidence attest to the fact that in the second Safavid capital, Qazvin, art and architecture 

were advanced. The sequence of the Ali Qapu gateway and the Chehel Sotun pavilion at 

Qazvin, built in two different phases, demonstrates a significant development in palatine 

design. In the third Safavid capital, Isfahan, during Abbas 1's reign the palace complex 

was founded in the Naqsh-e Jahan Garden. In the Caspian Sea area, as well as Shah 

Abbas 1's summer palace, gardens, roads and buildings were built in Farahabad and 

Ashraf. 

8.2. Palace complex in Qazvin 

The Qazvin palace complex was configured to include garden surroundings, pools and 

Maydan. From descriptions and historical evidence, the palace area was large enough to 

allow polo and pall-mall games to be played within it. The name Maydan-e Ash (Horse 

Square), suggests that the Maydan was designed and used for horse racing. With its 

seven portals the palace was connected to the bazaar, mosque, school and other 

functional areas. From 965/1557 to 99911590 Qazvin had as its nucleus a Maydan, 

which could be entered by seven gateways. In the palace area, the Chehel Sotun 
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pavilion was a central part of Tahmasp's earlier palace design. It has been shown that 

construction of that pavilion took place in the period of Shah Tahmasp's rule, but some 

subsequent changes were made during Shah Abbas I's reign, especially to the Ali Qapu 

gateway. The construction date and arrangements indicate that the establishment of 

Qazvin as Persia' s capital had begun in 1544. The progress of the building's 

construction was hindered because of conflict between Qezelbashs after the death of 

Shah Tahmasp 1. The royal family conflict lasted from 1576 to the beginning of Abbas 

I's reign. With its proneness to flooding and shortage of water, it eventually became 

evident that Qazvin did not have the capacity to be a modem capital for Abbas I, taking 

into account his economical, political and architectural plans. Because of the political 

and economic reforms he planned, transferring the capital was more economical. 

Shah Abbas I's decision to transfer the capital can be seen to derive from three other 

motives. The first was his vision of the future and the strategic economic situation of the 

Persian Gulf in the south of the country. As discussed in Chapter Seven, the presence of 

the mountainous road between Kohgiloyeh Bouerahmad, Samirom and Isfahan, and 

also evidence of the remaining buildings of the Safavid city of Dehdasht, support a 

theory of development of Abbas I's communications plan from the Caspian Sea to the 

Persian Gulf. Promotion of the roads during Abbas I's reign suggests that his plans for 

communication between Isfahan as his new capital and the Persian Gulf underlay his 

plans for controlled economic development. During that period, the Ottoman Empire 

was centralised in the northern and southern Mediterranean ports. As a result of that, the 

Persian Gulf was the best economical front for war against the Ottoman Empire, which 

would be beneficial to himself and his European friends who were suffering 

economically from the Ottoman Empire. Moving the capital to the centre of Iran 

facilitated more controlled and strategic communication between the north and south of 

the Iran plateau. It was also important for the capital to be distant from borders and the 

threat of war. Indeed, the Ottomans had once invaded the first Safavid capital, Tabriz. 

The second motivation for Shah Abbas' decision to shift his capital, indicating 

dissatisfaction with Qazvin as outlined in Chapter Two, was probably psychological. 

His desire to leave Qazvin could have stemmed from the trauma of the assassination of 

his mother and grandmother on Sunday the first ofjmadi-al-sani 98711579, the death of 

Ismail II, and the drama that developed after the death of Tahmasp I, and continued 
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between the Qezelbash' s anny commanders, leading to the slowing of economic 

progression and building construction. 

The third motivation was that Shah Abbas' architectural plan for a splendid capital for 

his dynasty could not be achieved at Qazvin. The victory of Abbas I over Uzbek, one of 

the two ancient enemies, was the first sign of any successful reforms. In 101111602 the 

new capital Isfahan began to establish its status as splendid with the increase and 

prestige in its construction of the new palace, pavilions, mosques, schools, bazaars, 

caravanserais and gardens. Collectively, these developments were a strong reason for 

moving the capital from Qazvin to Isfahan. Shah Abbas' administrative centralisation at 

Maydan Harun Velayat, which historically was the centre of Saljuqi city, enabled him 

to supervise the construction of his new Maydan Naqsh Jahan. After the defeat of the 

ancient enemies, the Uzbek and the Ottomans, the time became available to Abbas and 

his advisors for economic growth and urban construction. 

Investigation of the development of the Safavid buildings and palace was carried out 

using the writings of the Safavid poets Abdi Beg Shirazi, Qazi Ahmad, Mahmoud 

Beheshti and the reports of the Safavid historian Monshi as well as the European 

ambassadors and travellers such as Figueroa, Della Valle, Herbert, Olearius, Tavernier, 

the Carmelites and Chardin. De Bruin also described the social and architectural history 

of Qazvin and Isfahan and the Caspian Sea area. Differences in descriptions were 

discussed and an understanding of the architectural development over that period was 

provided. For instance, comparison of Herbert's description in 1628 (Abbas 1's reign) 

and Chardin's description in 1665 (Abbas II's reign) shows differences in Qazvin over 

thirty-seven years. As noted in Chapter Two, Herbert reported, "Qazvin is circled with a 

wall, but of little force against an adversary".l Chardin noted, "In former time it was 

surrounded with walls, of which the ruins are still to be seen".2 A significant change is 

evident in records of the time. In 1628 Herbert wrote of Qazvin, "Families are towards 

twenty thousand and the people not fewer than two hundred thousand that live there".3 

But in 1665 Chardin wrote, "twelve thousand houses and a hundred thousand 

I Herbert, "Travels in Persia", p. 202. 
2 Chardin, "The Travels of Sir John Chardin", p. 378. 
3 Herbert, "Travels in Persia", p. 202. 
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inhabitants".4 Thus as result of Shah Abbas I transferring the capital from Qazvin to 

Isfahan the population of Qazvin halved in size over 37 years. Usually building 

development and architectural urbanisation coincide with the growth of population and 

this is what happened in the reversal seen at Qazvin. 

8.3. Isfahan and the Caspian Sea area 

Abbas I's economical and architectural development in his new, well-populated capital 

Isfahan was helped by the decampment of Annenians from Azerbaijan to Isfahan's 

Julfa. During the history of Persia before and in the Safavid period, especially at the 

beginning of Shah Abbas I's rule (1588-1629), the social and political situation of the 

Mazandanin region was not favorable. As Safavid historian Monshi noted, Shah Abbas 

I was "determined to subjugate Mazandaran, his patrimony, and Rostamdar, which was 

divided between various princes and was a constant source of trouble".5 Following the 

abolition of the denominational feudalism sovereignty (1006/1597) in Tabarestan, the 

region came under surveillance of the Safavid monarchs. Consequently, Shah Abbas I, 

Shah Safi and Shah Abbas II travelled frequently to Mazandaran (see Appendix Chart, 

Safavid Kings' Mazandanin visits). 

During Abbas I's reign, economic prosperity prevailed and building construction began. 

Silk from Mazandanin was famous all over the Persian Empire and in neighbouring 

countries. Accordingly, following restoration of tranquility in the region, Shah Abbas I 

decided to establish an encampment in Mazandaran, to ensure security of business and 

also for control of internal revolts and for frontier security. In 1020/1611 the Shah 

ordered that palaces and gardens should be constructed at Farahabad and Behshahr. His 

strategic plan was communication, linking the north with the Persian Gulf in the south 

of the country, and the construction of a powerful base camp for warlike preparations 

for emergencies to support the capital Isfahan and the north and north-east borders. As 

detailed in Chapters Five, Six and Seven, Shah Abbas selected Saru Taghi for the 

important post of governor of Mazandaran.6 As noted by Monshi, "He was empowered 

4 Chardin, "The Travels of Sir John Chardin", p. 378. 
5 Monshi, (TAAS), vol. I, p. 539. 
6 The Safavid expert architect Saru Taghi was born in Tabriz. His family had been members of the 
Safavid system for many years. He was with the military service in Isfahan and later served as financial 
comptroller of the governor of Ardabil. 
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to hire the necessary workmen and to defray the cost from Divan funds".7 Therefore, in 

Farahabad and especially in Ashraf, Abbas I had embarked on an ambitious 

development proj ect, beginning to build palaces and gardens, bridge, mosques and 

market places. In general, Saru Taghi played an important role in the development of 

Farahabad and Ashraf, planning the development in his role as an expert architect. 

During the reign of Abbas I Saru Taghi was responsible for erecting several buildings in 

Isfahan. He also built a wide canal from the Euphrates to the shrine in present day Iraq. 

The Cheshmeh Emarat pavilion, Safi palace, Bagh-e Shah and all of the Ashraf canals 

were Saru Taghi designs. Furthermore, European and Persian engineers also built Saru 

Taghi's canal designs. The Safavid buildings of Farahabad and Ashraf were not local 

designs; most were designed by architects from Isfahan. Cheshmeh Emarat, which is 

square in plan with one or two aiwans (porches) on the sides, with multiple functions, 

embodies seventeenth century design of a type similar to the Safavid pavilions around 

the Zayanderud. Architects such as Ali Akbar Isfahani, and Mohammad Reza, the son 

of Hossain Bana, played a significant role in the construction of buildings in Ashraf. As 

discussed in Chapter Seven, the only local Mazandaran architectural design is a type of 

building called nepar or nefar. During his visit Della Valle described it as balakhaneh 

(upper room). The building in the middle of the Abbasabad artificial lake could be a 

modem kind of regal nepar. But the painting of the buildings of Farahabad and Ashraf 

is European work by the Dutchman John (Jan van Hasselt), who had long served the 

Shah and played an important role at the royal palace in Ashraf. His purpose in 

travelling to Europe was to find a qualified painter for Shah Abbas. Monshi' s term 

"noble techniques" with regard to the causeways derived from the fact that Dutch 

engineers used modem explosives in the mountains to break down the rocks. Shah 

Abbas I's selection of Saru Taghi for a governor with both architectural and military 

experience accorded well with his strategic and military plans in the Caspian Sea area. 

According to historical evidence and records of the travels of the English ambassador 

Sir Dodmore Cotton from Isfahan to Shah Abbas I's palace in Ashraf, the principal 

concern of Abbas I in Mazandaran was primarily for a military encampment. The 

mosque structure of Farahabad, with caravanserai and school included in the design, 

7 Monshi, (TAAS), vol. II, p. 1060. 
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seems to have been for the use of the military. The date of the audience of the English 

ambassador, 25 of May 1628, and the arms trade that took place in the Ashraf palace, 

show that Mazandanln was strategically important. Shortly before the arms trade, during 

the Nowruz festivities for the Iranian New Year, the Shah was in his palace at Ashraf. 

Secretaries of state and army generals who came back from Azerbaijan and Akesqa 

were with him. Reports kept coming about the Ottomans and the Georgian rebels, who 

were marching to Erazerum with a large army. Shah Abbas issued orders for his troops 

from Mazandaran.8 

There is no report of the royal family living at the Abbasabad palace for any long 

period. Nor is there any evidence of commonfolk and travellers staying in Abbasabad 

during visits to Ashraf. From the fact that Abbasabad was little known to travellers it 

may be concluded that it was a compound for army corps generals. The large bath and 

the palace were purely for the king and the commanding generals. In that place, which 

was used for multiple purposes, undoubtedly a war room was built. Shah Abbas' 

meeting with his army generals after hearing reports about enelny military 

redeployments took place in Abbasabad, not in his large palace. 

The designs of the palaces and pavilions such as the Safi Palace, the Cheshmeh Emarat, 

and, as De Morgan decribed it, the Sasanid-Iooking Saheb Zaman Palace also show 

signs of military purposes. It was not the intention of powerful Safavid monarchs to 

build a fortified palace. The Cheshmeh Emarat, with its small rooms, was not designed 

simply as a living place. It was also for entertainment, especially for the generals who, 

after serving long terms on the frontiers, returned to Ashraf to relieve the stress and 

trauma of the war against foreign enemies such as the Ottomans, Uzbeks or Georgians 

or after dealing with internal revolt. In the Cheshmeh Emarat building, the small rooms 

with water circulation and acoustic systems were apparently designed for festivities and 

happy visits of the Shah and his army commanders, not as a place for royal living. 

Shah Abbas' intentions for the buildings in Farahabad and Ashraf reflect the strategic 

aspects of his rule. The castellations of Jahan-nema with its security tower, the barracks 

of Abbasabad and the large gardens and palaces and hunting lodges were arranged for 

8 See Monshi, (TAAS), vol. II, p. 1297. 
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communication and to facilitate access to the north of the country from Isfahan. After 

the time of Shah Abbas I Mazandanm still remained strategically important to the 

Safavids. Even after the time of the Safavids, Nader spent some time in Ashraf during 

his campaign against the Lasghis. It was Shah Abbas I, whose network of strategic 

cities enabled communication, defense, economic growth, and the development of 

Safavid culture. 
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Appendix I: General background 

The Safavid Dynasty, which lasted well over 230 years, was active in making ground so 
that it emerged as a powerful dynasty in Persia. The Safavids were descended from 
Sheikh Safiudin Ardabili (Safiudin Abulfath Is-haq Ardabili, 1253-1334). He was head 
of the Sufi order. With regard to definition of Sufism Encyclopaedia Colombia states, 
"Sufism is a Muslim philosophical and literary movement. The Sufis included the 
greatest of the Persian poets Abu Said Ibn Abi al-Khair, Farid ad-Din Attar, Hafiz, 
Jami, Omar Khayyam and Jalal ad-Din Romi. The highly developed symbolism of the 
soul's union with God is expressed in exquisite lyric style. Sufism, which emerged 
among the Shi'ites in the late 10th and early 11 th century, was, however, a broad 
philosophy, not simply a literary movement. It borrowed ideas from Neoplatonism, 
Buddhism, and Christianity".1 

Sheikh Safiudin, who claimed descent from the Shia Muslim, Imam Mousa Kazem, was 
born into a rich farming family in the village of Kalkhouran of Ardabil. For this reason 
his name was Sheikh Safiudin Ardabili (Sheikh Safiudin of Ardabil). The name 
"Safavid" derived from his name, Safiudin. For 35 years Sheikh Safiudin was a 
religious cleric among the Sufis in Ardabil. He died at the beginning of the reign of the 
Mongolian Il-Khanid. Before the appearance of the Safavid dynasty, Timur had 
attacked Anatolia and defeated the Ottoman king Bai-yezid 1. He captured thirty 
thousand young Tatar soldiers, brought them to Azerbaijan and gave them to the Aq-
Qoyonlu tribe. They were gifted to the Sufis' home (khaneghah) in Ardabil. Later, 
during the Safavid era, those young Tatar prisoners became a key point of a group 
which was called Qezelbash (Red Head), because of the red caps they wore. After the 
death of Sheikh Safiudin, one of his sons, Sadroudin, sat in his place at khaneghah. 
Subsequently a major conflict occurred between his sons, Jafar and Junaid. As a result, 
many of the Tatars, who were Junaid followers, fled Iran for Anatolia. JW1aid was killed 
by Shervan Shah and much later his son Haidar was killed by Sultan Yaqoub. Haidar's 
wife Marta and her three sons were sent to Shiraz. 

After ten years of anarchy and suspension of the khaneghah, Rostam Beg gained control 
of Tabriz. He sent a message to his aunt Marta in Shiraz, and asked her to come back to 
Tabriz. Marta's older son Ali became Sheikh of the khaneghah of Ardabil, but at some 
time during the conflicts between the Qezelbashs he died mysteriously. There is no 
evidence about what happened to Marta's middle son Ibrahim. But Martas's younger 
son Ismail was secretly sent to Lahijan, a city in the north of Iran. He lived with his 
teacher Mola Shams Lahiji, one of the followers of Sheikh Safiudin. According to The 
Cambridge History of Islam, "new leader, Isma(il, was only seven years old. Isma(il 
eluded a house-to-house search instituted by the Ak-Koyunlu in Ardabil, and escaped to 
Gilan, finding sanctuary at Lahij an ... In Gilan, Isma (il and his small band of dedicated 
Safavid supporters perfected their plans for overthrowing the Ak-Koyunlu [Aq-
Qoyonlu] empire".2 The Safavid dynasty (1501-1736) was initiated by Ismail. Shah 
Ismail I was born on 17 July 1487 in Ardabil, and died in 1524 in the age of 37. Shah 
Ismail 1's parents were his father Haydar, who was a Sufi, and his mother Marta, who 
was the daughter of Despina Katerina. The Christian Despina Katerina was the daughter 
of the king of Trabzoun, who had a Greek background. 

1 Columbia Encyclopaedia, 21, p. 6537. 
2 The Cambridge History of Islam, p. 379. 
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Genealogical line of shah Ismaill's mother 

Alexis IV 
I 

Greek wife .~----~. Osman Beg 

Georgian wife .~----~. Kaloyouans sara~ 

Khadijeh ~ • 

Katerina ... ------... Uzon Hassan 

Ali Beg 

Ibrahim 

I·d Juna! 

Marta 4~--~-". Haydar 

Shah Ismail I 
Ismail, who was famous as a Sufi of Ardabil, was described by an Italian historian 
whose work was translated into French in 1509. Ismail was described as being united 
with the Christians against the Ottomans. The meaning of "Ismail" is a pigeon which 
carries the branch of the olive tree, namely a sign of the peace between humans and 
God.3 Within a short time Shah Ismail I reunified the entire provinces. The first concern 
of Ismail I was to reconquer the entirety of Iran as far as Mesopotamia. He began by 
seizing the provinces of Gilan and Mazandanm, and by 1508 he controlled a powerful 
kingdom that stretched from Baghdad to Armenia and from the Upper Euphrates to 
Khorasan.4 

Ismail captured the city of Tabriz from the Aq-Qoyonluin in 1501. 5 A year later in 1502 
he became Shah of Iran, and his capital was in Tabriz. The Safavid historian, Eskandar 
Beg Monshi, writing about Ismail's childhood in the city of Lahijan, noted: ba vojoud-e 
saghar-e sen ... morshed-e kamel v padshah mikhandand).6 [Nevertheless, he is under 
age '" they called him purely preceptor and king]. According to The Cambridge 
History of Islam, The first member of the Safavid family of whom we have any 
historical knowledge is a certain FirUz-Shah, who was a wealthy landowner on the 
borders of Azerbaijan and Gilan, in north-west Persia, at the beginning of the fifth! 
eleventh century.7 Probably he or his son moved to the city of Ardabil, because the 
Khaneqa (monastery) of Ardabil became the focal point of Safavid family activity. As a 
head of Sufisnl, Ismail won enough support from the Qezelbashs, who were composed 
mainly of Turcomans and tribal people. These Qezelbashs were spiritual disciples of the 
Shah, and mostly they were in the military forces of the Safavids that captured Tabriz, 

3 Savagheb, "Tarikhnegari-e Asr-e Safaviyeh .... ", p. 192, and also see Jean Lemaire de Belges, 
"L 'Historie Moderne du Prince Saych Ismail, dit Sophy Arduelin", published in 1509. 
4 Stierlin, "Islamic Art and Architecture", p. 127 
5 Qara Qoyonlu and Aq Qoyonlu (1378-1508). These two confederations, known as the "black" and 
"white" sheep respectively, were groups which had originally formed part of the eleventh and twelfth 
century central Asian immigration, and had settled in eastern Anatolia, which became a "sink" for 
turbulent and unwanted nomads. With the disintegration of the Mongol II Khan empire the Qara Qoyonlu 
were able to expand and control northwest Iran and much of Iraq, and although they bowed to Timur's 
approach, they were able to hold on to the area and block any effective western Timurid aspirations. The 
Aq Qoyonlu were situated further west in Anatolia, but after 1469 they were able to expand eastwards 
into Iran having defeated the Qara Qoyonlu, and they effectively controlled Iran and Iraq down to the 
Persian Gulf. They were mainly concerned with fighting the Ottomans in Anatolia, and were eventually 
crushed by these and the rising Safavid power. See Hutt and Harrow, "Iran 2", p. 15. 
6 Monshi, "Tarikh-e Alamaray-e Abbasi" Persian language, vol. 2, p. 25. 
7 The Cambridge History of Islam, p. 394. 
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which was an Uzbek confederation. Shah Ismail I converted the nation from Sunni to 
Shia Muslim and planted the seeds of a unique national and religious identity. Shah 
Ismail was an Iranian Azari -speaker. 8 

Shah Ismail I had a good knowledge of art, literature and also religious issues. As the 
first pir (preceptor) of the Safavids, Shah Ismail, with the support of the Qezelbash 
established a dynasty which, with its new direction, controlled the country. He was the 
charismatic red-haired pirlshah of the Safavid dominion, and was also a poet. Shah 
Ismail used the takhallus or pen-name ofK.hatai for his poems.9 He wrote two genres of 
poetry. Shah Ismail's collection of poems, which in the Persian language is called 
Divan, is his ecstatic and visionary work. The most famous poems are those that are 
called Dah-namah or Ten Letters. These are an elaborate allegory in masnavi form, 
typical of the "high" Sufi tradition, which echoes the Persian poet Molavi. The Divan 
was most likely written at the time that the conquests of the Safavid domains were 
beginning. These poems were addressed to the Qezelbash. They were written in their 
terms and language, invoking religious motifs and symbols of the Qezelbash milieu. 1o 

In Shah Ismail I's period Antonio Tenrreyro, or Tenreiro, the secretary of the 
Portuguese ambassador, travelling from Gomeron (Bandar Abbas), on the way to Lar, 
Shiraz, Isfahan, Kashan, Qom, and Soltanieh, arrived in Tabriz.ll Thus Tenreiro visited 
the capital of Persia, Tabriz, and from his visit provided historical evidence about the 
city buildings. Tenreiro noted, "This city is inhabited by Persians and some Turcomans 
. .. this city has many houses of bath wrought in elegant style, where they bathe in the 
winter and in the SUlnmer . . . A very large enclosure is to one side of this city, with great 
orchards and gardens, where the houses of the Sufi are situated".12 This report was 
probably written around 1520, because at that period of time Don Duarte de Menzes 
was in fact the envoy of the Portuguese and was granted an audience by Shah Ismail I in 
Tabriz.13 The palaces of Ismail I, as Tenreiro described them, seem to have been well 
made. "Palaces constructed of very fine alabaster or marble of that land and with lnany 
very noble panes of glass ... around the said enclosure are numerous and very high 
poplar trees placed in order, and in places, very large and well cut tanks of water in 
which swans and birds of divers manners swim".14 

8 Azari is one of the oldest Iranian dialects. 
9 As Professor Edward Browne has pointed out in his Persian Literature in Modern Time, pp. 12-13, it is a 
curious fact that, while Shah Ismail (using the takhallus or pen-name of Khata 'i ("sinner"), wrote his 
poems for the most part in Turkish (i.e, the Turcoman dialect used in Adharbaijan with some admixture of 
Chagtay), his great adversary Sultan Salim (the Ottoman King) used Persian as the medium for his 
poems. As Professor Minorsky has shown in his article "The Poetry of Shah Ismail", BSOS, vol. X, p. 
1007, their aims were entirely different. Whereas Sultan Salim wrote merely for his own pleasure and 
amusement, Shah Ismail composed his poetry with the defInite object of ensuring the support of the 
Turcoman tribes; it was for this reason that he wrote in their dialect. See Lockhart's footnote, "The Fall of 
the Safavi", p. 20. 
10 Babayan, "The waning of the Qizilbash", pp. 13-14. 
II See Savagheb, "Tarikh negari-ye asr-e Safavi-ye" , p. 211. 
12 Bishop Smith, "The First Age", p. 85. 
13 See Savagheb. "Tarikh negari-ye asr-e Safavi-ye", p. 211. 
14 Bishop Smith. "The First Age", p. 85. 
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Appendix II. 

Seals of the Safavid' s merchants are to be found in Qazvin Museum, in the upper storey of the Chehel 
Sotun pavilion in Qazvin. Shown here are the seals ofMotamed al-Sadat and Mohammad Housain al-

Raji. They are made of copper. (Photo by author, 2005). 

438 



Appendix III. 

Poems in praise of the Qazvin gardens, buildings and painting by Abdi Beg 
Shirazi, translated by author 2006. 

The poetic praises of the khajeh Zin al-Abedin Ali Moayedi-ye Shirazi (Abdi Beg 
92111515-97811570) are mostly about the buildings which Shah Tahmasp I constructed 
in Qazvin. Abdi Beg finished his book Janat Adan in 976/1568. This book includes five 
masnavis called Jant-ul-asmar, Douhatul-azhar, Rouzt-al-SaJat, Zint al-Aoragh and 
Sahifatul-ekhlas. Abdi Beg carefully described the Dowlat khane, the Royal Palace, 
harem, and the decoration of the buildings such as epigraphs and paintings, and he also 
described the hamams (baths), pools, streets and gardens of Shah Tahmasp' s 
Seadatabad and JaJarabad. He also described the sport of Qapoq (a Persian game), and 
the houses and gardens of the rich people around the palace. The following poems of 
Abdi Beg are rich descriptions of the northern portico, the gardens, a lofty portico and 
the drawing technique; and other poems describe the Shah's chirography and his 
auspicious Seadatabad Garden. 

1 -
2 -
3 -
4 -

~w Ul-':ll ~J .l') ufo 
.~ . ~ . \.Ai\ u-' ~ U-':l 

1..5 I.l') ') t...SJ .l jI ~.? ~jA 

~j .l.,.Q J') 4 t.P .l~\ ~ 

~y:.. wlC~ .J wl)1.A.C ~ 
1 - rl~ ~I J~ ~~ 04. f',) ~j yJiA ~4- jl u~ 
2 - .lIS. J ~ ~\ t 4 ~ jiAS 01 jl .l~ ~\.l~ ~~ L>'U,) 
3 - .l~ ~I.l~~ f'w 4 ~ .lyaA t 4 4.j ~y. tYS)U\.». 
4- ~\)rl~ ~~tl~\jl ...s ~Ij...»of'\~~J.l~ 
5 - ~J)\ J ~I ~ w~1 ~ u.:a.F>- J ~IJ~ :Ul;., 4JI jl 

Epithet of the northern portico 

1- In praise of the northern portico [aiwan] I will fashion a gemlike impression: 
2- The auspicious terrace with the emblem for paradise, on the aiwan is set to be 
guarded by Saturn. 
3- A delightful square pool like the' kowsar' 1 placed within paradise. 
4- A propitious fountain with countless adornments appearing to spring from heaven. 

Epithet of southern mansions and gardens 

1- I sigh towards the west in the hope of being admitted by the dwellers of the world: 
2- Many mansions are erected in this quarter fewer of which are concerned with 
gardens. 
3- Appearing like orbiting spheres nine flourishing gardens, all known by the name of 
their overseers. 

I Kowsar: In holy Quran is described as a pool of paradise. 
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4- First is Bahram Mirza's garden decorated with many species of flowers. 
5- From there is the domicile of 'Shervani,2 and the pool. Hasten ye to paradises 
wherein there are palaces and gardens . 

1 -
2 -
3 -
4-
5 -

... . lS4- ~y. t-»- JJ .)J oJ fi 4.S 
~b ~ ~1-':11 o~ lSJ.)J 4.S 
~~ 01-':11 ~ y. J) .. bc 
.... u~1 ~I.)IJ jI.)1 ..;:.~ 

.... ~4-6 0\....:Z utA \....:ZJ~ o~ 

lSl.)')J UI-':11 o~.) ~j 

~I.)I ~ ul..;:.1 .)J jJyl Jly:. 

~I ¥w ~ oJ fi r-3.) 
ulhL ~ ulhL ~ ulhL 4.S 
~4.b 0\....:Z utA~ ~J ~ 

o~ ~ .J ~~ ~~ .J~ .J~\ .JY..y.dJ c) ~ 
1 - ..;:.YJ ~ ~y.. jl ~\j ~J 4.S ..;:.~ lStA ~ ~y ~ ~ 
2 - .... 0~J uJ.)J u4- ~6. ~.J·U o~ 0:l:l1 ~ ul~fo 
3 - lS4- jI u~J .)J Jy' (f'I I.) JJ 4.S lSl.)')J US ~I ~ ~ 

4 - ... ..;:.~ US .)J Jy.. w...J:i..a ~ 4.S ~ ~ ~ US ~I o\....:Z .)JJ ~ 

Epithet of the aloft portico 

1- Wonder at this auspicious aiwan which has a place in heart of eminent empyrean. 
2- Today Iraq has been raised in Iran and, in it the king has built such the aiwan. 3 

3- In divine confirmation the aiwan of the King is characterised by Mercury. 
4- The King himself, an offspring of Kings, enthroned in this beneficent kingdom. 
5- The great defender of the Faith is Shah Tahmasp, a refuge for kings is Shah 
Tahmasp. 

Epithet of drawing technic and description poems on Shah's chirographic. 

I-Here is the assemblage of paintings, the pen falls short of its description. 
2- Artisans have created such magical drawings, as if their quills breathed life in them. 
3- How wonderful is this ravishing art the sight of which delights the heart of the 
beholder. 
4- In the time of the Shah, a matchless artist of drawing himself, this art was universally 
spread. 

~~i w~b ~.J~ t~ ~ 

1 - .e .ll 6. ... .e . ~ .. e ~I ~ .e.. '-w .... lS~ .U . ~ '.r- J.J lS~.. J.J .r- ~ . 
2- ')~J~~~Jy ~ )~w~ ~J.)~I Ly:. 

3 - ~I -- 1.. ... J .. ww.:... 6. 6. J .1..\.J:i..o -- 1.. . .. J oll '~l~ .... .) c- J .) u ... .)., .) -: J C"'"' c-- J 
4 - ... J') j yi...>; lSy... u..;b ).~. JJ o~.) ~ ~I JJ~ 
5- ')~J~~.tI.t~~I~6. .)~ J ~ j u4~ J>...& 
6 - .... ~I o~ o~ ~I.JJI ~~J ~I o~j 0~.Y-'l.JA j lSy... 

2 Abdulah Khan Shervani: was a kinsman of Shah Tahrnasp. When Qazvin became Shah Tahrnasp's 
capital, he asked Shervani to build a pavilion in the palaces era. ,Abdi Beg Shirazi the Shah Tahmasp poet 
wrote some poetic verses in praise of the Shervani pavilion. He also praised the water fountain system 
and the pool of Shervani 's pavilion. 
3 Referring to the giant aiwan at Ctesiphon in Mesopotamia built for the Sassanian King Chosros in the 
6 th century A.D. 
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8 - JW ~ ~ ~ jl oolAl 
9 - ~J.:J.h.:J ~~.JC ~ o.:Jfi 
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21- ... ~.)~lAo~~j~p 
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Epithet of Auspicious Seadatabad Garden 
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1- Don't just say garden, say rose garden, nay rather sayan eternal paradise. 
2- The arena of this rose garden is an axis of pleasure and likened to backgammon in 
design. 
3- Becoming divided into two cross surfaces in two of four, exposed from two surface 
four street. 
4- The surface of this auspicious site is surrounded by transparent water streams from 
sides. 
5- Pathway edges run from right to left ornamented in colourful designs. 
6-The ripple of water streams to right and left dazzling the perceptive eye. 
7- Pathways lead up from the entrance of this heavenly garden to the top of the pond. 
8- As with the righteous who has tum from the' qibleh,4 to the north 
9- In pursuit of perfection a straight line runs across to the top end of pond dividing the 
site in two halves and, 
10- Out of the pond has emerged yet another path from west to the east. 
11- A square surface appears delightfully in the centre of the garden. 
12- The firm and proud vine trees have spread shade on its every comer. 
13- The 'Orshi Khaneh's in the middle of garden is built in an elegant and majestic way. 
14- Water that flows from the pond passes out of this pavilion. 
15- The square pond is built in the centre of this majestic pavilion. 

4 The direction of prayer, the site of Muslims is Kaaba in Mecca, a city in Saudi Arabia. 
5 The Chehel Sotun pavilion 

441 



16- This heavenly and fortuitous pavilion with its delightful pond, like the 'kowsar' in 
paradise. 
17 - and four columns erected round the pool, reflecting their image in the limpid water. 
18- The luminous lights on the roof look upward to the sun and the moon. 
19- From twelve of its windows light shines brightly like the twelve constellations of 
zodiac. 
20- The top of each window is sealed with glass the sight of which excites the nine 
spheres.6 

21 - The ceiling and the floor are colourfully decorated in such a manner that the beauty 
of their reflection in the pond deceives Mani.7 

22- As the water emerges from the doorway of this abode it elegantly flows in two . . . 
23- streams alongside the pathway leading up to the garden's gate. 
24- Who ever ventures a graceful gait in the pleasure ground of this rubiginous site, ... 
25- would have shared 'Khezr ,8 experience of approaching the fountain- of life when 
reaching midway along the pathway. 
26- The spectacle of the ' Orshi Khaneh', relaxes any insane agitated heart. 
27- Casting a glance at the aiwan is as if one had cast a favorable eye towards the 
Qibleh. 
28- The sight of the royal terrace rouses pleasure in the heart and soul of the beholder. 
29- The water flows out of the waterfall traverses in the nliddle of aiwan. 
30- Ornamented in a multitude of beautiful shapes and forms, the water then flows as in 
a journey to heaven. 
31- and the water of stream quick-paced in the middle of four strong plane trees ... 

6 On the top of each window is a sun-like, shining on the nine spheres. 
7 Mani: The Persian painter and prophet and founder of Manichaeism in the 3th century AD. 
8 Khezr or Khizr. The hidden prophet, the green man, king of hyperborean, wily servant of Moses, 
trickster-cook of Alexander, Khezr who drank from the fountain of life in the land of darkness. Flowers 
and herbs spring up in his footsteps, and he strolls across the water . .. and three things of this life are 
worthy of the glance: water, green things, and a beautiful face .. . 
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Appendix: IV. 

The following is a list of the names of artists, who were followers of the Behzad art 
movement, and became famous . The names of the artists were extracted by the author in 
2006 from the Persian book by A. R. Haghighat, "Tarikh-e honarhay-e me Ii va 
honrmandan-e Irani", and a book written in French by E. Eshraghi, "Description 
contemporaine des peintures murales disparues des palais de Sfth Tahmftsp a Qazvin". 

Ustad Mozafar Ali, Jelal aI-Din Mirak Isfahani, Mirza Ali, Mani Shirazi, Khajeh Abd 
al-Samad Zarin qalam, Mir Mosavar, Mir Sayed Ali Mosavar, Sadeqi Beg, Ali Hejrani, 
Mir Zain al-Abedin, Khalifeh Mohammad Hayat, Darvish Mohammad, Ustad Yousef, 
Khajeh Abd-al-Aziz, Khaje Abdulvahab, Khajeh Abd al-Razaq, Ustad Shah Mozafar 
Khorasani, Ustad Shah Qoli, Mohammad Qadimi, Kamal aI-Din Abdulghafar, Mir 
Ibrahim Hamadani, Mir Abdulsamad Attaei Kashani, U stad Hossein Ali, Zehni Yazdi, 
Mohammad Hossein Sabouri Tabrizi, Malik Qasem Naqash, Mohammadi Haravi, Piri 
Naqash Is fahani , Naqdi Beg Kouseh, Abd al-Jabar Astarabadi and some of famous 
gilders such as Taleb Mirak, Ustad Hassan Baghdadi, Mohib Ali Tabrizi, Qawam aI-Din 
Masoud, Salim Nishabouri, and the Gilder and Calligraphers Ghiasi Mazhab, Abd al-
Fatah Shirazi, Ibrahim Tabrizi, Kamal aI-Din Abdulvahab Shirazi and Mola Ali 
Mazhab. They all studied art, and in Darusaftaneh Qazvin and the cities promoted their 
arts. 

Appendix .V 

The Ali Qapu Palace in 1616, described by Spanish Ambassador Don Garcia de Silva y 
Figueroa, "Comentarios", vol .2, p. 29. Translated by author 2006. 

Ef suefo postrero y mas alto es de una quadra hermosissima, toda dorada y cubierto el 
suelo de muy fin as alhombras, con dos varandas a las partes susodichas, de donde 
como parte tan eminente se descubre toda la ciudad, huertas y jardines reales, con los 
arames que en ellos ay; a los Lados de esta quadra ay ocho aposentos pequenos, quarto 
de cada parte, de a doze 0 treze pies de ancho y largo, de la mesma lauor de la quadra, 
y por 10 mas baxo con algunas pinturas, y en cada aposentillo destos una pequena 
chiminea en 10 grueso de fa pared, y una ventanilla con su gelosia dorada en ella, sobre 
el Maidan y jardines, auiendose labrado este quarto superior para que las mugeres mas 
validas del Rey pudiesen des de alli ver la fiestas y exercicios que en el dicho Midan se 
hiziesen. 

The back and upper floor belongs to a very golden, chamber. Extra fine carpets cover 
the whole floor, with two balustrades at each side. As it is elevated, you can observe the 
whole town, as well as the royal orchards and gardens and the harems that are in them. 
On each side of this chamber there are four little rooms about 12 to 13 feet wide and 
long, decorated as the grand chamber and on the lower part including some paintings, 
and in each of these little rooms a little fire place is set into the wall, and there is a little 
window with a golden grating in it, overlooking the Maydan [Square] and the gardens, 
being the reason for making this upper chamber a place were the most valued women of 
the king could see the feasts and exercises performed in the Maydan [Square]. 
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Appendix VI. In Dehdasht there are remnant buildings such as houses, baths, and caravanserai that 
were built by the Safavids. The buildings of Dehdasht were vaulted and constructed from stone, plaster 
and mortar. Arches and atriums were decorated by moqarnas. Most of the Safavid houses in Dehdasht 
were one- or two-storeyed buildings. A bath and also a caravanserai are at present under renovation by 
the Cultural Heritage Organisation of Dehdasht and its provincial capital Yasoj. (Photo and also houses 

measured from the drawing plan by Ramin Dehgani, 2005). 
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The aerial topography of Dehdasht, after (Sazman-e Naqshehbardari-ye Keshvar 1958. Cultural Heritage 
Organisation Dehdasht.) 
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I-A Safavid Houses plan, Dehdasht. (Drawing by Ramin Dehgani). 
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2-A Safavid Houses plan, Dehdasht. (Drawing by Rarnin Dehgani). 
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1-B Safavid Houses plan, Dehdasht. (Drawing by Ramin Dehgani). 
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2-8 Safavid Houses plan, Dehdasht. (Drawing by Ramin Dehgani). 
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Appendix VII. The following is a chart of Safavid period houses in Julfa suburb, Isfahan. This chart 
was compiled by the author from the book "New Julfa", and also from the thesis of Isfahan Cultural 
Heritage Organisation master, Mohammad Karim Motaghi, "Motale-eh, barasi va maramat-e tazeinat-e 
moaraq-e ajori dar memari-ye banahay-e dorey-e Safavi-ye Julfa-ye Isfahan", p. 33. The Pardis Faculty 
of Art. 

No The name of house Date Location address 

1 Khaj-e Petros Vlijanian (Hratian) 1663 Hakim N ezarni St, Yas impasse 
(Between East Nazar St, and Church) 

2 Sookiassian 1655 Hakim Nezarni Street, Koch-e 
(Or Sokas, Sokasian, Sokias) Sangterash-ha and Kouch-e [Alley] 

Tabrizi 
3 Hosp Amir Khan (Agha Davoudi) Safavid Koch-e Tabrizi-ha and Kouch-e Agha 

Davoudi 
4 Agha Kamal (Haghighat Panah) 1604 Yank Church St, and Koch-e Hoans 

Tornanian 
5 Dirgerigour (Mardirosian) 1610-60 Khaghani St, and Kouch-e Maydan 

Kouchak. In the front of Gerigor Church 
6 Minas Kert (Ghokasian 1660-70 Kouch-e Tabrizi-ha, in the front of Minas 

Church 
7 Houagahoskan (Hairaptian) 1660-70 Khaghani St,- Kouch-e Veskan 
8 Houagahosp (Hairaptian) Safavid Hakim Nezarni St, -Kouch-e Tabrizi-ha, -

Kouch-e Taaghi (Shahid [Martyr] 
Mostajeran) 

9 Marta Peters (J ohni ) Safavid Hakim Nezarni, on the comer of Church 
and Mehrdad Streets. 

10 Karam Khan (Khachikian) Safavid Hakim Nezarni- Church St, next to 
Pardis Faculty 

11 Vartans Abkar (Hakopian) Safavid- Nazar Sharghi St, Julfa Square- Kouch-e 
Qajarid Minster Mariam 

12 Agha Noor (Barsighian) Safavid- Kouch-e Tabrizi-ha, Kouch-e Taaghi 
Qajarid (Shahid Mostajeran) 

13 Vakiludoule (Zavlian) Safavid- Kouch-e Tabrizi-ha, next to Minas 
Qajarid Church 

14 David Safavid Kouch-e Tabrizi-ha, in the comer of 
Kouch-e Agha 

15 Mostajeran Safavid Kouch-e Tabrizi-ha, at the end ofKouch-
e Agh Davoudi- Kouch-e Janat 

16 Amparsokalin (Zarei) Safavid- Kouch-e Tabrizi-ha, Kouch-e Taaghi-
Qajarid inside of the impasse 

17 Agh Davoudi Safavid- Kouch-e Tabrizi-ha, at the end of Kouch-
Qajarid e Taaghi, Kouch-e Janat 

18 Musior (Mr) Abkar Safavid- Khaghani St,-Kouch-e Asiab, next to 
Qajarid kindergarten of Julfa Armenian 

19 (Moslu"efzadeh) Hoan Kiorighian Safavid Church St, -in front of Julfa Hotel and 
Khachikian house 

20 Markamader 1655-60 Kouch-e Tabrizi-ha, on the comer of 
Kouch-e Taaghi 

21 Hospian Safavid Khaghani St, - Kouch-e Veskan- next to 
Ararat Club 

22 Armenian of Julfa Club Safavid- Church St, in front of Yang Church 
Qajarid 

23 Sookiassian two Safavid Kouch-e Tabrizi-ha, next to Sookiassian 
one 
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Appendix VIII. Information about the dates when the three of Safavid kings Shah Abbas I, Shah Safi 
I and Shah Abbas II were in the Caspian Sea area was extracted from Babie, "Safavid Palaces at Isfahan", 
pp. 307-314. The hijri dates were checked against "The Muslim and Christian Calendars" by G.S .P. 
Freeman Grenville. 

Shah Abbas I 
No Date City of residence; official activities at the References Eskandar Beg 

palaces Monshi "Tarikh-e Alam Ara-
ye Abbasi", ed ,by Iraj Afshar 

1 100711599 Nowruz (The Persian new year) in Isfahan. 547 
Mashhad, Uzbek conflict; Mazandanln; 
back to Isfahan 

2 1016(10177) Mazandaran 763 
11608 

3 1 020( 1 021 7)/ Summer to Mazandaran . Farahabad 853 
1611-12 

4 1 022( 1 0237)/1 Farahabad 861 
613-1614 

5 1024(10257)/1 Farahabad 886 
615-1616 

6 102511616 Mazandaran 897 

7 102711618 Farahabad 930 

8 102811619 Ashra f in Mazandaran 944 

10 102911620 Isfahan again to Mazandaran 957 

11 103111622 Tabas .Conquest of Qandahar;then to Heart, 969 
Mashhad, and back in M azandaran 

12 103211623 Mazandaran 992 

----
13 1034/ 1625 Mazandaran 1023 

I 
14 103611627 Ashraf in Mazandaran 1059 

15 103711628 Ashraf in Mazandaran 1072 

Shah Safi ----,.-
No Date City of residence; official activities at the References :Khwajiqi Isfahani 

palaces "Khulasat al-Siyr" 

1 104911640 Ashraf in Mazandaran 281 

Shah Abbas II 
No Date City of residence; official activities at the References :Taheri Vahid's 

palaces "Abbas-nameh" ed by 
Ebrahim Dehgan, and 
Shamlu's "Qisas 
al-Khaqani" 

1 106411654 Ashraf in Mazandaran QKH,130v 

2 107011660 Ashraf in Mazandaran QKH, 141v 

3 107411664 Ashraf QKH,145v 

453 



Appendix VIII. Specification of Abbasabad Dam 

1 Maximum capacity 600, 000 cubic metres 

2 Maximum surface area 98, 000 square metres 

3 Maximum depth 10 metres 

4 The original length of the dam 50 metres 

5 The height of the dam from the valley bed 20 metres 

6 The width of the dam 7 metres 

7 The original material of the dam Lithoid and mortars 

8 The material of the flood-gate Brick and mortars 

9 The distance between the kiosk in the middle of the lake 125 metres 
to the top of dam 

10 The distance between the kiosk in the middle of the lake 125 metres 
to the west brink 

11 The distance between the kiosk in the middle of the lake 120 metres 
to the east brink 

12 The distance between the kiosk in the middle of lake to 325 metres 
the south brink 

13 The flood-gate height within 6, 20 metres 

14 Distance between the two towers 175 metres 

--
15 Height of tower 14 metres 

16 Top of the tower diameter size 5,20 metres 

17 Tower-base diameter size 7, 5 metres 

18 Perimeter of the tower-bed 23 / 60 metres 

19 The tower steps width 0/8 metres 
20 Dimensions of the tower bricks 26 x 26 x 5 centimetres 

21 Height of the steps from the tower-base to the ceiling of 2, 5 metres 
the tower 

22 The distance between the dam and the portal of Bagh-e 9 kilometres 
Shah (Nation Park) 

23 The straight distance between the dam and the city 5, 5 kilometres 
(Behshahr formerly Ashraf) 

24 Location of the dam South eastern ofBehshar 

25 Altitude from high seas 380 metres 

26 Altitude from Caspian Sea 408 metres 

Translated by author in 2006 from Setoudeh "Az Astara ta Estarbad", Vol. 5, part 2, p. 663. Also: 
Askari "Ashraf al-Blblad", p. 22 1. 
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Appendix X. The following photographs are of the Khan School in Shiraz, which was constructed 
during the period of Shah Abbas I. It was built by order of the Fars governor Allaverdi Khan. Imam Qoli 
Khan, son of Allaverdi Khan, completed the building. The Khan School is located in the Ishaq Beg 
quarter in Zand Street. It is 51 metres long and 45 metres wide and has about 72 rooms, which are on four 
sides of the courtyard. The gateway hall is decorated with moqarnas and tile work of Moaraq and tile 
inscriptions. In the corridor of the school the name of the architect, Housain Sharnayee, is written with the 
date of 1615. There is a pond in the school courtyard, which is surrounded by trees. (Photo by Dario 
Mazda, 2005) 
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Appendix: XI 
Isfahan. Sculpture of Ostad Ali Akbar Isfahani, the master of Safavid architecture of the 17th century. 

From: Morteza Nematoulahi. Isfahan Municipal 1380/2002. (Photo by Dario Mazda, 2005) 
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