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The Mausoleum City of Mashhad-i Mugaddas
under Safavid Rule

by
Morikawa Tomoko

Shah Isma‘l I established the Safavid dynasty in 1501 and, in the
process, imposed shi‘ism on Iran. Although this act was of epochal
importance, subjects such as the Safavid state, its influence on Iran and
the impact of Iran’s conversion to shiism have not been fully studied
as yet. The influence of the Safavid state and shi‘ism is best revealed
through an examination of the “ mausoleum city ” of Mashhad.

Shah Tahmasp patronized Mashhad, in particular, the mausoleum of
Imam Rida. He appointed a favored nephew, Sultin Ibrdhim Mirza, to
the governorship of Mashhad and made shi‘ite sayyids the mutawalls
of the mausoleum. Tahmasp clearly intended to make Mashhad the
symbolic center of his state and the most important shii city in Iran.
As a result of his patronage, many shi‘ite ‘ulama’ immigrated to Mash-
had and forged powerful communities which promoted the further dis-
semination of shi‘ism within the city.

In 1589, Mashhad was devastated by a sunnite Uzbek attack. The
rationale for the Uzbek destruction of the city was that the shi‘ite creed
of the Safavids was heretical, based on the curse of the First Three
Caliphs. Not only did the curse which was hardly approved by the
believers of twelve Imami, an orthodox creed, help legitimate the Uzbek
actions, but the close ties of Mashhad’s ‘ulama’ to the Safavids led to
their downfall. Because the ‘ulama’ of Mashhad had relied upon the
protection of the Safavids in their struggle with the Uzbeks, they were
slaughtered along with the Qizilbash garrison when Mashhad was sacked.
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