PART EIGHT

TrrB SnpAVrDs
(1502-1 722 c.n.)

Csnprnn FrprEEN
Iran, Circus of European Spies
Snrnvlo RULE over Iran, which lasted two centuries
had a beguiling outward appearance, but its inner
two
decades,
and
corruption was extreme. Some historians have been deceived by the
charming faEade, and in light of the uproar and clamor the Safavids
created in forming a religious base in Iran have deemed them heralds
of "national unity." The stunningly majestic buildings left behind
by the Safavids, the carpet-weaving and other fine arts of the period
(which were actually the work of Iranian artists and artisans) are
manifestations of this glorious simulacrum. When in t5o1 the Safavid
Isma'il rose to power in Ardabil, most of Iran was administered
along feudal lines by governors of Turkish origin. The absence of a
strong central government had led to an unraveling of state affairs.
Sunni Islam was the prevailing religion of the Iranians. The caliph
of Baghdad, the champion of Sunnism in Iran and a source of
inspiration for the Muslims of the East, was rapidly declining. Isma'il
took the name "Safavi" from his grandfather, Safi al-Din of Ardabil,
a Shaf i cleric. Along with his soldiers, who wore red headgear and
were known as the qizilbash, he raised the banner of Shi'ism in
rebellion against the caliph's religious authority. After a series of
lightning-fast conquests, he occupied Baghdad. The modern historian Nasrallah Falsafi writes:

TI-IE ERA oF

If we imagine,

as is mistakenly believed, that national sentiment
and a yearning to reestablish the former power and greatness of
Iran and create a unified state based on Iranian nationalism motivated Shah Isma'il and his supporters, then we are mistaken,
having strayed from the path of truth by following the national
sentiments and biases of our present time.

In other words, it was the Shi'i faith and not Iranian patriotism and
nationalism that brought the Safavids to the fore. Iran was secondary
to them. It was the propagation of the Shi'i faith and its acceptance
as the official state religion that rallied this faction against the Sunni
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rulers. The Safavids did not seek the restoration of national unity,
nor was political unity even a concept for them. They sought religious
unity as a source of solidarity.
For Shah Isma'il, who had no misgivings about resorting to bloodshed and massacre in attaining his goals, the promotion of Shi'ism
was easily accomplished, and a single political administration was

formed in Iran based on

a

common religion. (Falsafi).

The rise to power of the Safavid dynasty coincided with the advent
or fruition of highly important movements in world history, some
of which are as follows:

cv The religious movements of Martin Luther

(1483-1546) in
Germany andJohn Calvin (15o9-1564) in France, which resulted
in the new Protestant faith.

crv

The spread of the Inquisition, accompanied by the most

brutal tortures directed against opponents of the Catholic faith,
especially after the occupation of Spain by the Christians in the
r4th century and the killing and expulsion of Jews and Muslims
from the country. In 146o, a priest by the name of Alfonso de
Spina published a tractate in Spain in which he wrote that the
infidel Jews and Muslims must be completely annihilated."o The
inquisitors tortured and burned alive Muslims and Jews in Spain.
In the city of Toledo, one of the great Jewish centers of Spain,
they even immolated a third of the Jews who had converted to
Christianity.
crs, The reestablishment of colonialism in world politics and
the strengthening of the intelligence services of colonial powers
such as England, France, Holland, Portugal, Spain, and Italy,
which, with their navies, sought to build power throughout the
world and gain for themselves more savory morsels through
trickery and deception. Christopher Columbus (r45r-r5o6), the

"oGraetz, 4:276-77.
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great Genovese sailor, was seeking a better route to India when
he discovered America.
The emergence of Ottoman Turkey as a great power in the
Islamic world. After extirpating Byzantium by capturing Constantinople (Istanbul) in t453, the Ottoman Empire grew to encompass Macedonia, Albania, Bulgaria, Hungary, Serbia, the
Caucasus, Iraq, Arabia, Syria, Egypt, Tunisia, and Algeria. It
won impressive victories in the Crusades and captured the Holy
Land. The Ottoman Turks, who were descended from 'Uthman,
the son of the Seljuq Tughril, converted many Christians to
Islam. With the decline of the caliphate in Baghdad, the great
Ottoman Empire, in which Sunni Islam predominated, became
the unrivalled seat of religious authority in the Islamic world.
The caliph of Istanbul became successor to the caliph of Baghdad-a caliph who was also a sultan and wielded the sharp,
gleaming sword of political power. Jews made desperate by the
tortures, persecutions, and massacres of Europe sought asylum
in Ottoman Turkey. The number of asylum-seekers increased
with advent of the Spanish holocaust. Jews had schools, synagogues, and rabbis in the Ottoman Empire. After the migration
of the Jews who had been expelled from Spain to the Ottoman
Empire, Sultan Muhammad II said, "Ferdinand fthe Spanish
king] has impoverished his own country and enriched mine. "
This quotation became well-known in Jewish history. Among
the Jewish emigrants from Spain who went to the Ottoman
Empire was Rabbi Joseph Karu $488-t575), whose renowned
book, Shulhan arukh (lrry U?p) [Long Journey], was written in
that country and to the writing of which he devoted thirty-two
years.

Increasing intensity of religious wars in the East and West
which turned the world into a slaughterhouse. In Europe, on
the one hand, Catholics and Protestants thirsted for each other's
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blood, and on the other hand, Christians and Muslims were at
war. In the Mlddle East, too, Sunnis and Shi'is competed in
fratricide.

Of these events. that which most influenced Safavid Iran was the
presence of the powerful Ottoman Empire on its borders. With
Isma'il's enthronement and declaration of Shi'ism as the official
religion of Iran, relations between Iran and the Ottoman Empire
became strained. The Ottoman Sultan Selim (t5tz-r5zo), a bloodthirsty man, ordered the massacre of the Shi'is of Asia Minor and
spilled the blood of forty thousand innocent Muslims for the sole
crime of being Shi'is. Later, in 1516, he attacked Iran and, in an
engagement which became known as "the Battle of Chaldiran,"
defeated the army of Shah Isma'il and vanquished the city of Tabriz.

Although the brave men of Tabriz regained the city from the Ottomans, Diyarbekir and part of Kurdistan were lost to Turkey. In
this embroilment, Shah Isma'il. ..
...exceeded the bounds of justice and confessional freedom in

forcing the Shi'i faith upon the people of Iran, most of whom
were still Sunnis. Acting out of religious intolerance, he cruelly
killed many innocent [Sunnis]. (Iqbal, Tarikh-e lran, p. 662)

for nearly a quarter century.
Shah Tahmasp, the son of Isma'il, was enthroned at the age of ten
and was king until 1576, a total of forty-two years. The question of
"religious unity" became even more deeply rooted during his reign,
resulting in the stifling of intellectual activity. During Tahmasp's
reign, Bayazid, the son of the Ottoman Sulayman (r5zo-t566), driven
to extremities by his father's tyranny, sought asylum at the Iranian
court. The Ottoman sultan requested the return of his son, and
after a fragile, temporary peace, Bayazidwas returned to the Ottoman
Empire. Sultan Sulayman mercilessly put his son to death. It was
not long before warfare between Iran and the Ottoman Empire
resumed, and the Ottomans made advances in Azerbaijan. During
the same period, the Portuguese occupied the islands of Hormoz

Shah Isma'il governed Iran
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and Bahrain in the south, and the Uzbeks attacked Iran from the
east.

Europe was alarmed by the rapid expansion of the Ottoman Empire, which rendered an Ottoman conquest of Western Europe not
impossible. The colonial powers thought that rather than facing
this empire head-on, they could plant a dagger in the Ottomans'
back by fanning the flames of Shi'i-Sunni war between Iran and the
Ottoman Empire, while they sat back in comfort and continued
expanding their colonial base. During the reign of Tahmasp
$524-t576), Anthony Jenkinson, the first English "ambassador," was
sent by Queen Elizabeth of England along with a handsome bribe
(disguised as a gift) to the Iranian court. It was not long before
European spies and agitators disguised as merchants, travelers, painters, artists, ambassadors, princes, advisors, representatives, functionaries, missionaries, and teachers descended upon Iran. This assembly grew out of control during the reign of 'Abbas I (1599- 16z9)
upon whom, in Iqbal's words, "the title 'The Creat' was bestowed. , .by
the Europeans.""'
The Europeans, who sought to incite the king of Iran against the
Ottomans and limit the spread of Islamic government in Christian
Europe, resorted to political deceit and intrigue. By sending ambassadors and representatives bearing gifts and priceless objects to the
court-to a dynasty whose goal was the elimination of the Sunni
faith in Iran and whose thinking regarding foreign policy was simplistic-they hatched their destructive plans and easily achieved
their ends. In a time when commerce between East and West was
growing, Iran, which was considered an important player in the
establishment of this relationship, gained great importance in the
area of commerce, apart from politics and religion. It became important for the Europeans to have as much influence as possible in
Iran, especially to counter an enemy such as the Ottoman state.
During the reign of Shah 'Abbas the Creat-when the silk trade
,

"Iqbal, Tarikh-e lran, p. 686.
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was a state monopoly and an important source of revenue-Iran,
in accordance with its peace treaty, was obliged to annually send

zoo shipments of pure silk to Istanbul. The capital of Iran, which
had been transferred from the its precarious position at Tabriz to
Qazvin, was again moved, and Isfahan became the center of power.
Mosques were erected in that city, and in Mashhad the shrine of
Imam Reza, the eighth imam of the Shi'is, was beautified in order
to become an alternate pilgrimage site to the shrines of Iraq, which
had fallen to the Turks.
When Anthony Sherley and his brother, Robert Sherley, found
their way in 1598 to the court of Shah 'Abbas, besides the usual
costly gifts, they brought with them a different memento: new weapons which the Shi'is of Iran could deploy against the Sunnis. Their
"usual gifts" included six pairs of exquisite emerald earrings, two
ruby-like jewels, a golden enameled chalice, a crystal pillbox, and a
vase in the shape of a dragon with gold and silver lettering and
designs. "By coincidence," there happened to be among the twentysix men who accompanied the Sherley brothers to the Iranian court
experts in the manufacture of artillery and rifles. Thus was the king
afforded the opportunity to convert his old qizilbash guards into a
modern European-style army. It was not long before Iran reentered
the war with the Ottomans with new weapons on a wider front. By
fanning the flames of war between the Shi'is and Sunnis, the calculating colonialists came close to achieving their goal. The Ottoman
government was unable to advance in Europe. The Ottoman sultan,
having grown suspicious of everyone and everything, put all the
males in his family to death lest any should plot against him.
Dozens of representatives of the colonial states penetrated the
cracks of Iranian society to study Iranian mores, beliefs, and customs
and sent valuable information obtained about the Iranian government back to their own governments. Some of these foreign representatives were appointed as court advisors and became privy to
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period-from which
short samples will be provided in the next chapter-are testi-

state secrets. The travelogues written during this

some

mony to this.
As soon as the Safavids came to power, they bestowed special
privileges upon the Shi'i clergy, and by making religious leadership
hereditary, they established a religious tyranny. Apart from the senior
Shi'i clerics, every Shi'i cleric, mullah, or pseudo-mullah"'in whichever province, city, or village he lived found he enjoyed unchecked
power and began condemning people left and right. The Sunni
Muslims were the prime targets of the Shi'i mullahs. It is not surprising that while Sunnis were being persecuted and massacred in
the name of Shi'ism, Christians-especially the Armenians-lived
in comfort. Shah 'Abbas relocated them from the city of Julfa in
Azerbaijan to a "new Julfa" in Isfahan and placed them under his
protection. This in itself is testimony to the deep influence of Christian Europe in Shi'i Iran. Had Safavid Iran not only honored the
Armenians, but also refrained from torturing and killing the Sunnis
and granted freedom to all the other religious minorities, then it
would have been a glorious epoch. Beyond the matter of Julfa, the
Safavids mostly married Christian women.
Wltfr the absolute powers granted to the Shi'i clerics, they found
they had the power to meddle in all of the people's affairs, and
every day they inaugurated a new bloodbath somewhere in Iran. In
short order, it reached the point where the kings themselves did
not even have the power to make rulings concerning the treatment
of religious minorities. At first, Shah 'Abbas I did not mistreat the
Jews:

During his campaign in Georgia he permitted them to establish a
new community at Farahabad ("City of Joy") on the Caspian Sea,
in recognition of their military help. The transfer of his capital
from Kazvan to Isfahan brought the Jewish community there.

"hN: The author employs the term "pseudo-mullah" (Persian i .-i y-"
molla-nama) to designate those who professed to be Muslim clerics but
who failed to uphold the principles of Islam.
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Abbas I was the first Muslim ruler in Persia to show an interest in

the Hebrew Bible. In the latter part of his reign the position of
Jews deteriorated, partly due to the instigations of apostates who,
with the permission of the shah, enforced discriminatory measures

against them. (nt,z38)

In practice, the Shi'i clerics were running Iran. Preaching from atop
their pulpits, they called on young men to join the fight against
their Sunni brethren and urged the army on against the Ottomans.
The interference of colonialists in Iran's political and administrative
affairs reached the point where the Portuguese and English navies
fought each other for control of the Persian Gulf coastline, ports,
and islands. Finally. .
.

...ships of the English East India Company in 16z6l soundly
defeated the Portuguese at Bandar Jask This event was a major
blow to Portugal's naval power in the Gulf. (lqbal, Tarikh-e lran,
P.68r)'

It is even more

amazing that Shah 'Abbas the Creat appointed
Robert Sherley as his ambassador to the kings of Europe to form an
alliance against the Ottomans. Sherley went to Germany,Italy, Spain,
England, and Rome on behalf of Shah 'Abbas and met with the
leaders of those countries. Shah 'Abbas was a devout twelver Shi'i.
"They say that for two weeks he daily swept the Shah Velayat sanctuary
with his own hands."rt3 H€ was a staunch adversary of the Sunnis.
This Safavid king put his eldest son, Safi Mirza, to death and blinded
two of his other sons.
With the influence gained by the Shi'i clerics in Iran after the
death of 'Abbas I, the power and prestige of the Safavid kings declined.
During the reign of Shah Safi (r629-t642), the Ottoman Turks attacked and achieved many conquests. Shah Safi was a wine-guzzling
hedonist-an incapable yet merciless man. He killed or blinded
many statesmen, accountants, princes, and even women in the harem.
Shah 'Abbas II Qgz-r667), who became king at the age of ten,
"3Razi, p.424.
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began drinking in his youth and entrusted the administration of
the country to Shaykh'Ali Khan I'timad al-Dawlah Sadr-e

A'zam-an

intolerant man. During his reign war broke out between Iran and
India.
Shah Sulayman Safavi $667-t694) was also a heavy drinker and
"spent his life in the harem with women and eunuchs.""aHe
reigned
for twenty eight years. During his reign, the Dutch occupied the
island of Qeshm. He committed a thousand sorts of atrocities. Among
his common acts were the cutting off of hands, ears, and noses or
the gouging out of eyes from their sockets. Chardin writes that he
drank all day long. One day he became infuriated with a court
harpist whose tunes were not to his liking and ordered that both of
the harpist's hands be cut off.
During the reign of king Husayn Safavi Q694-r7zz) , the Afghans
attacked lran. He was a weak and superstitious king. During the
Safavid period, the Russians from the north, the Uzbeks and Afghans
from the east, the Ottoman Turks from the west, and the European
colonizers from the south ate away at Iran like termites. During the
reign of king Husayn, schools and wine taverns were closed. Conflict
between religious factions increased, and the number of pseudomullahs grew.
The king mostly associated with corrupt clerics, writers of incantations, and women. In times of crisis, he considered spells, incantations, and the like to be the most effective remedies."5
Because of its stifling intellectual climate, the Safavid period produced

little in the fields of poetry, literature, scholarship, philosophy, and
the other sciences. Except for some architects, tile workers, carpet
weavers, artisans and craftsmen who worked for the state and mostly
lived in the sanctuary of the court at Isfahan-the city of industry
and the arts-only a small handful of intellectuals made names for
themselves. Perhaps it is for this reason that 'Abdallah Razi. in
"{qbal, Tarikh-e lran, p. 6gg.
"tPazuki, pp. 166-ZZ.
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naming eight "intellectuals" of the Safavid period, cites a calligrapher,
a painter, three musicians, and three story tellers."6lt is noteworthy
that during the last years of the Safavid period, music was totally
proscribed in Iran, and musical instruments were considered to be
satanic contraptions.

"Razi, p.424.

IRAN, CIRCUS OF EUROPEAN SPIES

267

began drinking in his youth and entrusted the administration of
the country to Shaykh 'Ali Khan I'timad al-Dawlah Sadr-e

A'zam-an

intolerant man. During his reign war broke out between Iran and
India.
Shah Sulayman Safavi Q667-16g+) was also a heavy drinker and
"spent his life in the harem with women and eunuchs.""oHe reigned
for twenty eight years. During his reign, the Dutch occupied the
island of Qeshm. He committed a thousand sorts of atrocities. Among
his common acts were the cutting off of hands, ears, and noses or
the gouging out of eyes from their sockets. Chardin writes that he
drank all day long. One day he became infuriated with a court
harpist whose tunes were not to his liking and ordered that both of
the harpist's hands be cut off.
During the reign of king Husayn Safavi Q694-t7zz), the Afghans
attacked Iran. He was a weak and superstitious king. During the
Safavid period, the Russians from the north, the Uzbeks and Afghans
from the east, the Ottoman Turks from the west, and the European
colonizers from the south ate away at Iran like termites. During the
reign of king Husayn, schools and wine taverns were closed. Conflict
between religious factions increased, and the number of pseudomullahs grew.
The king mostly associated with corrupt clerics, writers of incantations, and women. In times of crisis, he considered spells, incantations, and the like to be the most effective remedies."5
Because of its stifling intellectual climate, the Safavid period produced

little in the fields of poetry, literature, scholarship, philosophy, and
the other sciences. Except for some architects, tile workers, carpet
weavers, artisans and craftsmen who worked for the state and mostly

lived in the sanctuary of the court at Isfahan-the city of industry
and the arts-only a small handful of intellectuals made names for
themselves. Perhaps it is for this reason that 'Abdallah Razi, in
"{qbal, Tarikh-e lran, p. 6gg.
"5Pazuki, pp. 166-zl.

CHnprnn SrxrEEN

The Climax of Anti-Semitism
IN rrre HEAT oF REr-rcrous wAR-with Shi'is killing Sunnis within
Iran's borders, and Sunnis killing thousands of Shi'is outside Iran's
borders-in the hell created by illiterate priests in Europe and unenlightened mullahs in Spain, with the former declaring Jews and
Muslims infidels and the latter, Jews and Christians, and both groups
thirsting for each others' blood, how could the Jews of Iran live in
peace? Iran and the Ottomans were at war. Iran persecuted and
killed Sunnis and Jews while protecting Christians, and the Ottomans
in turn killed Shi'is and Christians and protected the Jews. The
court of the Safavid kings had become a nest for anti-Semitic European agents, and the Ottomans were the object of European loathing
for three reasons: first, the Ottoman Empire was Islamic. Second, it
knew no bounds in its territorial expansion and had reached the
gates of Vienna in Austria. Third, it had granted asylum to Jews
fleeing Europe. Anti-Semitic ideas and acts were propagated throughout Iran like an ill-omened plague by dozens of European spies.
The germs of this plague multiplied quickly in a ready host. Beginning
in this period, Europeans spread baseless, pernicious rumors in
Iran, such as the claim that the Jews crucified Jesus, that the Jews
killed non-Jewish children, that the Jews hatched dreadful conspiracies, and the like.
Despite the massacres and despoliations of the Mongols and Timurids, the writings of European travelers indicate that there were
Jews in virtually every city of Iran and a large Jewish population in
the country as a whole. In the past, the Jews had been raided and
killed along with the adherents of other faiths. Now, as Jews, they
became the direct targets of persecution and were forced to convert
to Islam. Because of widespread propaganda by pseudo-mullahs
during the Safavid period, the belief that the Jews were "unclean"

had created a barrier between them and other Iranians. The Jews,
who had lived in this land longer than many other nationalities,
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faced the most trying spiritual and corporeal afflictions. Under no
previous Iranian dynasty had persecution of theJews been so intense,

widespread, and long-lasting. The free hand given to the pseudoclerics brought the crushing pressures to their most extreme levels.
European spies bestowed the Inquisition as a legacy upon Iran.
Not only did they compel Jews to wear ridiculous caps and garments
in public, they also burned Hebrew books to ashes and sanctioned
the denigration and degradation of the first followers of a monotheistic religion. Judaism was in danger of being wiped out in Iran.
The level of hatred directed against Judaism was much greater than
during the time of Haman. While in Haman's time there was an
unfulfilled plot against the Jews, in these times they were oppressed,
murdered, and despoiled. Jews were subjected to bedlam not in one
or two cities, but in every city, and not for one or two days, but
every day. Documented sources from the period testify to the bitter
events of those times, describing how they forced the Jews to abandon
their faith, how they closed down and sometimes razed the synagogues, how they rounded up the newly-converted Muslims to go
to the mosque to declare their conversion to Islam in front of their
Muslim countrymen, and most importantly, how despite the interference of the Islamic mullahs, Iranian Jews secretly maintained
their Judaism and, like the Marranos of Spain, lived a dual religious
life, observing different religions in public and in private.
The Safavid government inflicted terrible blows upon and deeply
wounded the Jewish community. Apart from the daily persecutions,
the link between the Iranian Jewish community and its leadership
in Baghdad was severed. In those terrible days, the Jews faced a
crisis in leadership. The official representative of the Jews oflran-the
grand rabbi of Isfahan, who was appointed by the exilarch in Baghdad-resigned from his post, and all links between the Jews of Iran
and the Jews of other countries were severed. They lost hope of any
assistance, not the least of which was the moral support which
might have come from the Jewish spiritual leaders at Baghdad. In
Iran, too, there was no centralized or decentralized religious leader-
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ship. Confusion about religious decisions added to their afflictions,
especially at a time when the community was facing so many setbacks.
The Jewish community of each vicinity had to make its own religious
determinations. It was a blow that cut to the bone.
Isfahan, which still had a sizable number of Jews, was chosen by
the government as the representative city of the Jews of Iran because
of its status as capital city. The leader of the Jewish community was
a nasi who was assisted by another rabbi or dayyan. The nasr was
responsible for collectingthe jizya poll tax and delivering it to local
officials. If these taxes were not paid on time, or if the total amount
was less than that demanded by the governing council, the nasr was
removed from office by government agents and usually imprisoned.
During the Safavid period, the "Administration for Taxes on NonMuslims" was an integral part of the Iranian state apparatus situated
at Isfahan. One or two Jews were coerced into serving as "intelligence
agents" in this administration. In these times, Isfahan had only
three synagogues, while Kashan had more than ten. Jewish religious
life was dominated by the Rabbanites during this period, though
there were more than a few Karaites, especially in Kazerun.
Jewish-Iranian pilgrimage to the tombs of Esther and Mordecai
in Hamadan, the shrine of Daniel in Susa, and other shrines, as well
as prayer and fasting, grew in popularity in these trying times as the
community tried to alleviate its social pains. It was during this
period that another holy place gained increased prestige among
Iranian Jews: the grave reputed to be that of Sarah bat Asher in the
town of Pir Bakran near Isfahan. Nonetheless, as Jews during the
Safavid period found that neither pilgrimages nor migration within
Iran's borders did anything to diminish their enervating hardships,
they began to emigrare in small groups to Afghanistan, Turkestan,
Bokhara, India, the Caucasus, Egypt, and other areas. It is interesting
that during this period, despite border restrictions, the "Messengers
of Zton" were able to travel from the Holy Land to Iran as ordinary
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travelers, establish contact with the scattered Jewish communities
of Iran, and collect donations for the religious foundations of Jerusalem.
In order to better understand the climate of religious intolerance
which grew out of "Safavid Shi'ism," let us examine a short selection
from Tavernier's travelog. This traveler (Fig. 6), who visited Iran
six times during the Safavid period, writes about the mourning
ceremonies of 'Ashura:

I come now to the Grand Festival of the Persians, which is the
famous Feast of Hocen and Hussein.
Eight days before the Festival begins, some of the more zealous
sort black all their Bodies and their Faces, and go naked in the
Streets with only a covering about their secret parts. They carry
two Flints, one in each hand, which they knock one against another,
wrything their Bodies, and making a thousand antick Faces; and
all the while crying out, Hussein, Hocen; Hocen, Hussein; which
they act and speak with so much Labour, 'till they foam again at
the mouth...
In the year 667, the third of July, I saw the Festival by the
favour of the Nagar, who appointed me a place just against the
Dela where the King sate...
About sev'n a Clock in the Morning Sha-Sephi the second, who
since has chang'd his name to Sha-Solayman the second came
and seated himself upon his Throne set up in the mid'st of the
DEIa, all his Nobility standing about him. So soon as he was sate
down, the Creat Provost appear'd at the end of the Piazza mounted
upon a fair Horse, attended by certain young Lords, who caus'd
the People, consisting of the Companies of the two quarters of
the City, which are twelve in all, to advance to the places which
were design'd them...As he was about his duty, a Horse-man
entred the Piazza, arm'd with a Bow, a Quiver, and a Scimitar,
follow'd by seven Men that carry'd every one a Pike upright in
their hands, with every one a Man's Head at the top. Those were
the heads of certain Usbeck-Tartars, the neighbouring and mortal
Enemies of the Persians. which those men had cut off from the
shoulders of their conquer'd Foes. The King caus'd five Tomans a
piece to be giv'n to them that carry'd the Heads, and ten Tomans
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to their Leader...Then the Provo.sf caus'd the Companies to adThill of a Wagon carry'd before
him; being painted with a Grotesco of Gold and Silver, and the
Bier cover'd with Sattin. When the first Company had order to
march, three Horses were led before, richly harness'd; when they
were come about a hundred Paces forward into the Piazza, in
view of the King, they that led the Horses caus'd them to gallop,
and then all the Company fell a running and dancing about with
the Bier, Besides that, every one flung up his short Cassock, his
Girdle, and Bonnet, put their fingers in their mouths, to whistle
as loud as they could. While the naked people, with their Flintstones in their hands, ran knocking their Stones together, crying
out, Flussein Hocen, Hocen Hussein,'till they foam at the mouth
again not omitting to wryth their Bodies, and to make all the
vance, every Company having the

scurvy Faces as before describ'd. The three Companies succeeding
one another in the same Formalities, by and by came two Companies more with a little Bier upon their Thills, and in each Bier a
little Child lay as if dead. They that accompany'd these two Biers
wept and sigh'd most sadly. These two Infants represented the
Children of Hussein, who when the prophet was slain, were tak'n
by Yerid lsicl, Caliphof Bagdat, and put to death.
Upon this occasion you shall see a great number of Curtisans
that come to the Ceremony fall a weeping, who thereby believe

their Sins are forgiv'n.
When all the people were come into the Piazza, notwithstanding
all the care and good order that was tak'n, there were several that
went to Sharps, accounting it a great honour to fight smartly in
the Kings presence; and farther believing, that if any one be killed
upon that occasion, he shall be Sainted; as indeed every one gives
something toward his Interrment. The Grand Provostseeing the
Quarrel grow hot, and fearing more mischief, sent for five Elephants, which ceas'd the Combat, by drawing the Eyes of the
Spectators upon them..
Upon one side of the Room where the King stood, a little Scaffold
was set up, cover'd with Tap'stry, some five Foot lower than the
Kings. In the middle of the Scaffold stood a great Elbow-Chair
cover'd with black Velvet, where sate a Moullah with six other
Moullah's round about him. The Moullahmade a Discourse upon
the Death of Hussein and Hocen of about half an hour long,
.
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which being ended, the King caus'd a Calaat or Habit of Honour
to be giv'n him, as also to the others, though not so rich. When
they had all put on the Habit, the same Moullah return'd to his
Chair, and made a Prayer for the health of the King, and the
prosperity of his Kingdom.
All these Ceremonies lasted from seven in the Morning 'till
Noon, at what time the King retir'd into his Haram. As for the
People, they carry their Biers up and down the City, and where-ever

two Companies meet, whether it be for the upper hand, or to get
formost, they presently fall together by the Ears, and knock one
another down: For they are not permitted to carry any other
Arms than good big Clubs, almost as big as Levers. (Tavernier,
4:7.t6t1)
This same traveler also recounts how he was invited to an entertainment hosted by the Safavid king so that they might drink together,
listen to enchanting music, and watch beautiful women dance. He
reports that during the reception, the king reclined on a bench
covered with exquisitely fine carpets.
About two days after betimes in the Morning I was sent for to the
Court in that hast, that I had scarce time to make me ready,
When I came to Court, I found the Nazar, Father Raphael, and
two Hollanders, upon whom the Nazarhad began to cast a particular eye of favour all together. After we had stay'd a while, the
Nazar brought us to the Room where the King was, sitting upon
a low Pallet, with two Mattresses cover'd with a rich Carpet. He
lean'd his back against a large Cushion four foot long, having
before him eight or ten Plates of Fruits and Sweet-meats. Before
him also stood two Bottles, with long round necks of Venice
Crystal stop'd with Pitch, full of SchirasWine, with a Cup of pure
Gold; upon one side a kind of a very small Fat with a handle,
within three or four Fingers full of the same Wine, with a Gold
Ladle that held a good Chopine of Paris. The Bottles were for the
King's drinking; that in the Fat for those that rhe King did rhe
Honor to drink with him. After we came in and had made our
several obeyances; said the King to Father Raphael, Raphael, bia,
bia, that is, come hither, come hither, who thereupon rising, and
falling upon his knees when he came near the King; Raphael,
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gone. The Fryar unaccustom'd to drink Wine, reply'd that since
His Malesty did him so great an Honour, he was willing to drink
a little. 'Tis very well, answer'd the King smiling, go then and take

thy seat. Thereupon the King commanded one of the Dutch-men
to fill some Wine, which he did, but with a trembling hand Heav'n,
knows, as never having been at such a Festival before. And I
observ'd that having laid his Hat upon the Carpet, the King com-

it on, it being a very ignominious thing in
to be bare-headed. Thus the great Ladle went about very
smartly, considering it was but early in the Forenoon: But at
length the King bethinking himself that the Franks were not used
to drink without eating, gave such order, that immediately they
manded him to put
Persia

spread before us a Sofra of Cloth of Gold instad of a Table-Cloth. .
While we were talking of serious things the Curtisans were bid

.

to retire out of the Hall, which they did, into a Gallery that look'd
upon a Garden, where they sate, where immediately a Sofra was
laid before them cover'd with Fruits and Sweet-meats, and one of
their Society continually powr'd out the Wine which they drank
round without intermission: One would have thought they should
have been fuddl'd; yet when they came in again, no man could
perceive they had been drinking. After they had Danc'd a while,
they were order'd to retire again, and the King sent for his Musick,
which was both Vocal and Instrumental; his Instrumental Musick
consisted of a Lute, a Guittar, a Spinet, and two or three Base
Flutes. He had also in the Gallery where the Curtisans were, a
large Ebony Cabinet eight foot high, adorn'd with several Silver
figures, which prov'd to be an Organ that went alone. It was part
of the present which the Muscovite Ambassadors made the King,
which he order'd to be set a going, that we might hear it as we
sate. No sooner had the Organ stop'd, but the Curtisans were
call'd in again, and the King caus'd the Gold Ladle to go round,
commanding that no man should leave a drop. When every man
had done, the King was pleas'd to ask me which of the Curtisan's
I thought to be handsomest? Thereupon I rose up, and taking a
Wax-Candle in my hand, I wenr and view'd them all. The King
laugh'd, and being very glad to see my face among theirs, Bring
hither, saith he, her to whom thou hast most a fancy.ln obedience
to which, I pick'd out the eldest, as I thought, and led her to his
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Majesty, who caus'd us to sit down by him. Then the King pointing

to another, And why, saith he, did you not

choose

younder Girl,

which is younger and handsomer;commanding them both to kiss
me one after another, that I might understand the difference

between the Caresses of one and the other. But

I reply'd,

that

I to choose again, I would make the same choice, believing
prudence to accompany age. However I besought his Majesty to
consider, that it was not for me to look upon elder or younger,
and that though he had giv'n me the liberty to send the elder
home to my Lodging, yet it was not in my pow'r to accept of his

were

favour, in regard I had a Wife, to whom I never had been unfaith-

ful...
The next night the King fell a drinking again, and there was in
his presence an Agi or Pilgrim newly return'd from Mecca, and
consequently oblig'd never to drink Wine after that. While the
Agi staid, there was one of the Persian Lords got so impertinently
fuddl'd, that he twice struck the Agi s Turbant from his head,
refus'd to drink when the King commanded him, play'd the fool
with the Curtisans when they were dancing, and committed so
many other acts of folly, that the King, incens'd at such a continuation of Buffonry, in a great fury, This Rascal, said he, ftas lost al|
his respect, and thinks he is no more my Slave; drag him out by the
feet, and throw him to the Dogs to eat.lmmediately four or five of
the King's Officers came and drag'd him out of the Hall by the
feet, and every body wonder'd he was not thrown to the Dogs,
according to the King's Command; but 'tis thought that some of
the King's Woman beg'd for him, so that his punishment was
chang'd. (Tavernie r 4:r7'.t}r 3)
.

In the words of Hafez:
The preachers who display such a mien upon the

pulpit

In private behave otherwise"T

This is the same king who participated in the 'Ashura ceremonies
and made a public showing of his piety. Such deep-seated depravity
in the Safavid court-wine, women, eunuchs, and handsome boys
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in the case of the king and pretentiousness, mercilessness, and coldheartedness in the case of his courtiers-made the aggravation of
social affliction inevitable. An assortment of inhuman tortures were
practiced during these times, the most incredible of which was the
hacking to pieces of the condemned's body and the subsequent
consumption of those pieces by cannibals.
The two quotations from Tavernier, who was an eyewitness to
these events, serve to show that the growth of anti-Semitism during
the Safavid period was built upon a foundation of lies, fraud, deceit,
pretentiousness, depravity, obstinacy, and mockery of monotheistic
religion by those in the government and a cheapening of the worth
and status of the individual and humanity. This is the situation
which we encounter with all other anti-Semitic incidents throughout
the world.
The growth in the number of pseudo-mullahs during the Safavid
period, which no obstacle could check, led to the Jews-the vanguards of theology-being declared infidels and created a situation
where the annihilation of Judaism for all time became part and
parcel of the state's agenda. From the beginning of the reign of
Shah Isma'il. when the wars between Iran and the Ottomans intensified and the Europeans played the role of firebrand, persecution
of Jews also began in earnest and gradually intensified. Sultan Selim,
the Ottoman king, upon learning of "the despatch of Persian envoys
to Egypt and Hungary""8 determined to uproot Shi'ism and the
newly founded Iranian state. At the beginning of Shah Isma'il's
reign, the Sunni faith predominated in Iran, and in some places,
Shi'is were compelled to abide in secret. This religious predominance
was so great that the Shi'i religious leaders of Azerbaijan urged the
Safavid Isma'il not to take action against the Sunnis. Moreover, the
Sunni Ottoman dynasty, which claimed title to the Islamic caliphate,
could not countenance Shi'i influence on its borders.

"Sykes, z'.t62.
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After the establishment of Ottoman power in the Holy Land, the
Jewish population of Turkey, which by 1488 had become very small,
began to grow. Because of Jewish emigration from Spain, the Jewish
population of Istanbul grew to thirty thousand, and many synagogues
were erected on Ottoman soil. Ottoman backing of the Jewish people
was another reason for Safavid hostility toward the Jews. Because
many Jews lived in Azerbaijan at that time, the wars in that province
inflicted great losses upon them. At times famine, plague, and drought
added to the gravity of the situation.
The religious and political trends of the early Safavid period accelerated during the reigns of later kings. With the arrival of the
English ambassador Jenkinson during the reign of Shah Tahmasp,
the foundations for European-style inhumane treatment of Jews
were laid in Iran. The Italian ambassador openly advised the king,
"If Iran does not attack the Ottomans, it will itself fall prey to
them." The Ottoman Empire was one of the few places of refuge
for European Jews. Because of the propaganda of European spies,
some of whom were intolerant priests steeped in the traditions of
the Dark Ages, enmity toward the Jews of Iran increased, and as a
result, the Jewish populations of cities throughout the country began
declining. From surviving gravestones of the period in the Jewish
cemetery of the town of Cil'ad, which later became known as Gilyard,
it can be determined that there were many Jews living in the town
during the reign of Tahmasp. One of these stones, which measures
2oo x 8o x 30 cm, bears the following inscription: "The young believer
Ya'qub ben Shem'un died in the year 1875 Seleucid lshetarotl." Subtracting 3u yields the equivalent year of ry64 c.E., which was during
the reign of Shah Tahmasp. Landholdings of the Jews of Gil'ad
extended thirty kilometers south of the town, from the road to
Tehran to Ab Anjirak and Hisar, which are about eighteen kilometers
from Damavand. The Jews of Damavand, who are descended from
the Jews of Cil'ad, have a legend in their folk literature recounting
how one of the kings of ancient Iran had become ill and pressured
the Jews of the town, which was governed along tribal lines, to
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come up with a cure for his ailment. A woman from the Morovvati
tribe said that the king must drink the milk of a black mare that he
might be cured. The king did this. He became well, and in gratitude
for this service, granted the lands around Gil'ad to the Jews.
This legend, though worthless from a historical viewpoint, like
other popular tales incorporates a certain truth: the large size of the
town's Jewish population in the past, which more or less continued
until Safavid times. In r58o c.E., Pedro Teixeira reported the Jewish
population of Isfahan at between eight and ten thousand families.
The reign of Shah 'Abbas I, whom the Europeans dubbed "the
Great" is not without its uncertainties and mysteries. On the one
hand, his contemporary historians-either through fear or because
they received subsidies-tended to exaggerate, setting the background against which storytellers and fabulists extolled his philanthropy and love of justice. On the other hand, political envoys,
merchants, and travelers of his day described the events of the times
and the personality of this king. Contemporary pseudo-clerics, seeing
their aspirations fulfilled, also related such stories about him that
centuries later, the Iranian masses consider Shah 'Abbas a peerless
personality, free of all fault or blame. All in all, so much has been
written about few kings. Even the written and unwritten words of
the Jews about him and his accomplishments are long and detailed.
There is no doubt that during this king's reign, the propagation of
the Shi'i faith was accomplished, and the Sunnis joined the ranks of
the other religious minorities. In this regard, the Shi'i clerics' praise
of Shah 'Abbas for this important act is only natural.
In order to make an accurate assessment of this period and the
res gestae of Shah 'Abbas the Great, all documents concerning the
period must be dispassionately studied so that the truth may be
discerned. Nasrallah Falsafi, author of Zendegani-ye shah 'Abbas-e
avval (Life of Shah 'Abbas I), who drew upon many sources, writes.
This king. . .sent ambassadors to the countries of Europe and concluded political and economic treaties with the great kings of that
region...European merchants who went to Iran were warmly and
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openly received, and he allowed...them to openly sell various
European goods...He was kind toward the Christians and permitted them to build churches in Iran and to freely exercise their
religious faith.
Eugbne Flandin writes concerning the reign of Shah 'Abbas the
Great:
The first who went to this kingdom and introduced Europe were
French missionaries. Following their example, some Portuguese
and Italian monks also ventured there. These various missions
stayed at Isfahan, governed by the Safavids. At first well-received
by Shah'Abbas, then supported by his successors, they lived there
several years, protected and even esteemed. (Flandin, r:r)

Witn the attacks of the Uzbeks during this king's reign, the cities of
Mashhad, Nishapur, and Sabzevar, which were Jewish-inhabited
areas of Khorasan, fell prey to raids, and the Jews suffered the calamities of war along with other Iranians.
Shah 'Abbas delegated domestic policy to Shi'i clerics and foreign
policy to "European agents," especially the Sherley brothers. In the

opinion of Sir John Malcolm, the entrustment of foreigners with
such powers as were given the Sherley brothers was without precedent. In a letter to the kings of Europe, Shah'Abbas writes:
"...The entertainment which that principall gentleman [Robert
Sherley] hath had with me, is, that daylie, whils't he hath bin in
thiese partes, we haue eaten togither of one dysh, and drunke of
one cup, like two breethren... " (Sykes, z:ry7)
This king's reliance upon Europeans is made patently clear by these
words. One of the Sherley brothers' traveling companions writes:
...the King [Shah 'Abbas]...called for some wine, and did drink a
health unto me, and used these words: "l do esteem more of the
sole of a Christian's shoe, than I do of the best Turk in Turkey."
(George Manwaring, in Sir Anthony Sherley and His Persian
Adventure, E.D. Ross, ed., p. zo8)
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Among the dozens of European representatives granted access to
the Iranian court during this king's reign was the Spanishambassador
del Garcia, an advocate of the Inquisition and a promoter of antiSemitism in Iran. On the day Shah'Abbas "went to the residence of
the Spanish ambassador and saw that the ambassador's deputies
removed their hats as a token of respect, and that the ambassador
also wore no hat, he therefore removed his turban. ""e The king had
very close relations with this ambassador. The Spanish king's ambassadors were priests and also carried out missions for the Pope.
The preaching of these missionaries had a profound effect upon
Shah 'Abbas. He strongly believed in fortune-telling, sorcery, and
soothsaying.
He believed that sorcery and witchcraft influenced the world. He
brought a magician with him from Zanjan to Azerbaijan to use
his services in the war against the Turks...Astrologers often predicted the future for the king. (Falsafi, p. 34t.

Shah 'Abbas put an end to the prevailing anarchy in Iran. During
his reign, burglary and brigandage were greatly diminished and
abuses by the commanders of the army came to an end. Manufacturing, agriculture, and commerce flourished, and many caravanserais and coffee-houses were built along roadsides.

Foreign and Domestic Factors in the Flood of Anti-Semitism
Domestic and foreign religious wars on the one hand, and the influence of Europeans who harbored a hatred for the Jews left over
from the Middle Ages on the other hand, ensured that the advances
of Shah 'Abbas' time were accompanied by u wave of anti-Semitism
in Iran, which was soon to reach its peak. The Jews of Iran, facing
social decline in these times, had no proper otganization or lay
leaders and were economically deprived. They were so vulnerable
that the slightest push could knock them over. No strong blows
"Talsafi, p.

8s.
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were delivered against the Jews while Shah 'Abbas remained at Qazvin, because during those years the king was trying to consolidate
his power.
With the transfer of the capital from Qazvin to Isfahan, the afflictions of the Jews intensified. Jewish employment was restricted,
and poverty and despair became their companions. What added
most to their misfortunes and persecutions were the sanctions enumerated in the book Jami' al-'Abbasi ('Abbas' Comprehensive Volume), written during this period by Shaykh Baha' al-Din Muhammad
'Amili."o Although the writer did not call for different treatment of
Jews and Christians, in practice, the restrictions were applied only
to Jews. In Jami' al-'Abbasi, the blood money for the murder of a
Jew is set at a trifling sum, whereas in the book Ma'alim (Signs), a
source of Islamic law, it is written, "If the killer of a Jew should be
an evil man, then that killer who killed the Jew without cause must
of a certainty be put to death, and the forfeiture which for the
Muslim is t,ooo dirhams for the Jew is 8oo dirhams."
The infamous inheritance law governing Jews who converted to
Islam-which worsened the lot of a native minority which had
lived in Iran centuries before the Mongols, Tatars, and Turks-was
enacted during the Safavid period. According to this law, whenever
a Jew died who had a close or distant relative who had converted to
Islam. the entire estate of the deceased went to that relative. Because
of this edict, which remained in force until r88o, Jewish families
were easily split apart. Not only did the Jew who had been forced to
become a Muslim inherit his people's property after their deaths,
but the Jew who had a falling out with his relatives would-genuinely
or falsely-convert to Islam to secure for himself their meagre inheritance. Jews unhappy with their relatives converted to Islam in
order to seek vengeance or to gain for themselves what little property

"Some Islamic scholars believe that these sanctions were written and
added to Jami' al-'Abbasi by Nizam al-Din, a student of Shaykh Baha',
after the death of his instructor.
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the poor people of those times had in this world, depriving their
relatives of their inheritances. In order to demonstrate that they
had indeed become Muslims, they plotted against their former coreligionists. These things were occasionally done by ignorant Jews
who were weak in their faith, and they struck a heavy blow to the
order of the Jewish community. The inhuman laws and restrictions
proclaimed by the mullahs against the Jews during the Safavid period
remained in force until the end of the Qajar period and so divided
Jewish families that sometimes Jews who had converted to Islam
went so far as to kill their brethren.
Because of religious suffering, many Jewish religious leaders' interest in Cabala grew during the reign of Shah 'Abbas the Creat. Cabalism
was a sort of spiritual salve and became increasingly popular, along
with increased hope and anticipation of the coming of the messiah.
But anti-Semites spread rumors that the Jews were using the books
of Cabala to cast magic spells against the king. On the basis of these
false rumors, Shah 'Abbas, who firmly believed in witchcraft, commanded that all the books of Zohar and the other cabalistic books,
along with all Hebrew books, be gathered up and destroyed. As a
result, books of this sort went underground and became the prized
possessions of their owners.
Some of the legends about the justice of Shah 'Abbas and his
nocturnal excursions in vagabond's clothes have a Jewish connection.
One of them, told by Rabbi Davud Ishaq Yazdi, goes as follows: At
the beginning of his reign, Shah 'Abbas had anonymously slipped
in among the people of Yazd in the guise of a mendicant. One day,
he had a problem with some ruffians. He fled from them and hid in
an irrigation ditch. As fate would have it, a Jew passed by. When
the king recognized that the man was a J.*, he had confidence in
him and asked for his help. The Jewish man rescued the king, who
handsomely rewarded him the next day.
This short simple tale tells us several things. One is that at the
beginning of his reign, Shah 'Abbas had a favorable attitude toward
Jews and trusted them. Second, the image of the reward and enrich-
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ment is a sign of Jewish poverty, and third,Yazdand its surroundings
were inhabited by Jews. It is on the basis of this third point that the
Jews of Yazd say that the residents of the towns of Eshaqabad,

Ya'qubabad, and Maryamabad were once all Jewish. These three
villages once shared a house of worship known as the Sarsang Syragogue, the ruins of which survived for centuries.
According to Isma'il Morovvati of Damavand, during the early
reign of Shah 'Abbas I, a man by the name of Mordecai was the
leader of the Jewish community at Gil'ad, near Damavand. A Torah
with his name on it survives at Damavand. In his notes, Solayman
Kohan Sedegh writes:
Shah 'Abbas decreed that the Jews must become Muslims or be
put to death. A Shi'i religious scholar opposed this idea and said
that it was better to engage their adults in a religious discussion.
The result was that the Jews were given seventy years after which,
if the messiah did not appear and save them, they must then
become Muslims or be killed. As the Jews saw this as their best
hope, they accepted.

The bitter fruit of this contract can be seen seventy years later,
during the reign of Shah 'Abbas II.
Restrictions on Jewish economic activity, religious degradations,
forced conversions, and massacres based on the false pretext of the
killing of non-Jewish children, all the legacy of the travels of medieval
European priests to Iran, as well as raids and despoliation, gave
anti-Semitism a new shape in Iran. The domestic pseudo-clerics
and crafty foreign advisers were master planners of anti-Semitic
acts. The attitude of the Iranian masses toward a minority which
now bore the brand, "unclean infidel," on their brows changed
completely, and thenceforward, persecution of Jews became common among the illiterate populace. Jews no longer had the right to
work in the marketplace next to the adherents of other religions.
Most of them became street peddlers. Even the right to purchase
fresh fruit was taken awav from them.
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Seventy years after the agreement made with Shah 'Abbas the
Great, news of the advent of the messiah shook the Jewish world.
This messiah's name was Shabbetai Zevi (Fig. Z), but other messiahs
born out of the oppressive life of Jews in Europe and Asia had
appeared before him. One of them, the committed cabalist Solomon
Molcho, was called "the messiah" from r5oo tot532. He was born in
Lisbon of Spanish Marrano parents. He completed his higher education at a young age and at the age of twenty-one was appointed
to state office. His family name is derived from melekh, meaning
king. He was a contemporary of David Reuveni, who lived in the
Islamic countries and also claimed to be the Savior of the Age. It is
likely that the two met."'
David Reuveni (d. ri:8) fulfilled the Messianic hopes of the weary
Jewish people in the first half of the r6th century. The most important
source of information about him is his journal, which he kept in
Hebrew. He claimed to be the son of Solomon, who ruled the lost
tribes of Reuben, Cad, and Mannaseh in the wilderness of Khabur.
He maintained that the family name "Reuveni" supported his claim.
According to his memoirs, he first lived in the East, where he was
taken captive. The Muslims bought him as a slave and brought him
to Alexandria. In that city, his coreligionists purchased his freedom.
He later founded his movement, and in time gained access to the
courts of kings. David Reuveni was fearless and devout. According
to his memoirs, he was very troubled by the afflictions sufbred by
the Jews of his times."'
The movements established by these two were taken very seriously,
and both garnered many adherents, but it was ShabbetaiZevi who
inspired the Jews of Iran and kindled the spark of hope in them.
Shabbetai was born in Izmir on the 9th of Ab [Saturday, 1 August],
t626. He used this date of birth to support his claim of being the
messiah. His family was descended from Spanish emigrants. His
"tE1, 12'.225,

"'n1,

\4rt4.
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father traded with Holland and England, and in his childhood he
lived in complete financial security. He studied theology and at the
age of eighteen became a hakham. He mastered the Talmud and
then became interested in Cabala and theZohar, encouraging other
youths to study them. Between the years fi42 and 1648, he developed
a distinctive spirituality. He became absorbed in thought and fell
silent, speaking with no one. In 1648, after a massacre of the Jews,
he proclaimed himself the messiah. His commanding voice and
handsome visage helped him to quickly gain influence. He traveled
to many cities. The shofar was sounded in the synagogues and
Shabbetai was proclaimed the messiah. His following continued to
grow. In both East and West, the Jewish world was galvanized. The
messiah had appeared in the East. The Jews of Europe thanked God
with hope and joy.
Tumult ensued amongst the Jews of lran. The traveler Chardin
writes:

I remember being in Hyrcania [Mazandaran] in the year t666, at
the time when the Jews of Turkey were making such a fuss over
the false Messiah, named Sabatai Levi. I recall, as I say, that those
of Hyrcania believed like the others that the liberator whom they
await in vain had arrived. They abandoned their homes, took to
the fields, and covered themselves in ashes and sackcloth, fasted,
and prayed for the manifestation of the Messiah. The governor of
the province sent word to them, saying "What are you doing,
poor people, abandoning your work, rather than considering how
you will pay your tribute?" They replied "We will pay tribute no
longer, sire, our Liberator has arrived. " (Chardin, 6:t35)
A miracle had occurred. Seventy years earlier, the Jews of Iran had
agreed that if by this time the messiah had not appeared, they
would become Muslims. But the messiah had arrived. It is likely
that Shabbetai Zevi, who had become widely famed as the messiah,
brought tears to the eyes of the tormented Jews of Iran. Shabbetai's
movement reached its zenith during the reign of Shah 'Abbas II.
Pilgrims arrived daily by ship at Izmir to visit Shabbetai. The religious
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Ottoman sultan saw Shabbetai as a rival, however, and ordered his
arrest. The "messiah" was arrested. The sultan commanded him to
immediately convert to Islam or have his head severed from his
body. Shabbetai converted to Islam! He placed a turban upon his
head, was dubbed "'Aztz Mehmed Effendi," and entered the service
"guardian
of the Ottoman court in the capacity of kapuchi basha, or
of the royal palace. ""1
The hopes of the Jews of lran, who were prepared for the return
to Erez Israel, were immediately dashed. During those times of
brutal anti-Semitic persecutions, the Jews had no refuge save hope
for the advent of the messiah. It was for this reason that Jewish
clerics, through mystical interpretation of the scriptures and Hebrew
numerology, believed that the arrival of the Savior was at hand.
Nearly two centuries before Shabbetai, it was predicted, based on
interpretations of the Book of Daniel, that in the Hebrew year 5263,
or 1503 c.E., the messiah would come. Indeed, messiahs did come,
one after the other-and sometimes at the same time.
Therefore, it was time for the Jews to honor their agreement. As
the messiah had not come to save them and seventy years had
passed since their agreement with the Safavid state, they were compelled to convert to Islam. Shah 'Abbas II, who ruled from :642 to
1667, decreed that all Jews must convert to Islam and that the conversions should begin at Isfahan. Urgent entreaties by the Jews of
the capital, based on the argument that Isfahan was the center of
Judaism, that the Jews of the city had always paid their taxes throughout the period of Islamic government, had always honored their
commitments, and never caused any trouble, failed to sway the
sultan. They were forced to publicly profess their new faith and
meticulously follow Islamic regulations. They were forced to disavow
their former religious faith, allow their daughters to marry Muslims,
to register their new, Islamic names, and thenceforward to be called
Muslim converts.
"3E1,
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Though we may attribute offenses against the Jews during the
early Safavid period to the provocations of European political and
religious emissaries, during the latter Safavid period, persecution of
the Jews grew out of the obstinacy of the pseudo-mullahs. We say
"pseudo-mullahs" and do not include the few discerning leaders
who correctly understood the concept of religion and sought the
protection of the followers of all religions, especially the monotheistic
religions, and particularly the Jews, who were the first to worship
Cod. The pseudo-mullahs were cut from the same cloth as the
hypocritical, outwardly ascetic "preachers" of whom Hafez complained (p.zl6). According to Malikzadeh,
During the Safavid period, the city clerics were always at war
with their countrymen, the helpless, and the religious minorities,
and at peace with foreign dominators. In their own words, they
had not a handsbreadth of leeway. They persecuted Jews and
Zoroastrians, showing them Islam's awesome power, but did nothing to resist the Afghan conquest, spending several days studying
the positions of the stars. ..Each of the fpseudo-clerics] had thousands of thugs and commoners of ill repute who attired themselves
in religious garb and professed to be students whom they gathered
around themselves by paying an allowance of a few riab a month,
thus increasing their influence. (Malekzadeh, pp. 8:, g+)

Climax of Anti-Semitism during the Reign of Shah 'Abbas

II

In Chardin's travelogue it is mentioned that French Capuchin missionaries grew more influential during Shah 'Abbas II's reign and
that the English gained great influence in the Iranian court. One
day the Russian ambassador drank so much with the king of Iran
that he vomited. The grand vizier Muhammad Beg-known by the
sobriquet "l'timad al-Dawlah"-despised the Jews, and it was during
this period that the Persian term jahud came to be used pejoratively
in reference to the Jews.
The oppressions of Shah 'Abbas II and his vengeful grand vizier
caused the Jewish population of Iran to decline precipitously. Ac-
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cording to Tavernier, during his time there were 6oo Jews in Isfahan
and r,ooo in Kashan, while in Qom there were only roJewish families.
Most of the Jews who survived the torments and oppressions of the
Safavids left Iran for Baghdad, which was under Ottoman rule.
Tavernier paints a picture of the Jews of Baghdad after the city's
conquest by the Ottomansthat vividly depicts the differences between
the religious leadership of these two Islamic countries. He writes:
In the year 1639, after the Grand Signorhad tak'n Bagdat, a Rafedi
who was a Carrier of Water not only refus'd to give a Jew to
drink, who disir'd it of him in the Market-place, but abus'd him
also in words. Thereupon the Jew complain'd to the Cady, who
immediately sent for him, and caus'd his Boracho and his Cup to
be brought along with him; when he came before him, he ask'd
for his C,rp, and gave the Jew to drink, and then made the Porter
drink also out of the same Cup: After that, he order'd the Rafedi
to be Bastinado'd, and this Lesson to be taught him while he was
chastising, That we are God's Creatures, as well Mahometans, as
Christians and Jews. (Tavernier, z:7'.85)

But the status of Jews in Iran during this period is another story. A
Christian religious leader, Pbre Raphael du Mans, wrote that the
king of Iran had decreed that the eyes of every Jew he saw should be
gouged out.
The fate of the Jews of Iran, particularly those of Isfahan, during
the reign of Shah 'Abbas II is also described by a non-Jewish Iranian
historian, Arakel Armani Tabrizi. He writes that one Friday evening
in 1658 c.E., Muhammad Beg I'timad al-Dawlah ordered that the
Jews, being ritually unclean, must depart the city of Isfahan at once
and take up residence in a suburb outside the city. The authorities
refused to grant the people's pleas for a reprieve at least until the
following day. I'timad al-Dawlah refused to modify his decree in
any way and promised that any Jew found in the city of Isfahan the
next day would be imprisoned and tortured. The Jews of Isfaha
a Friday night-were driven from their homes. Whosoever put up
the slightest resistance was assaulted with spades, daggers, and cleav-

290

COMPREHENSIVE HISTORY OF THE JEWS OF IRAN

ers. Their wailing and lamenting failed to move the authorities'
hearts of stone. Young and old, women and children, healthy and
unhealthy were driven homeless from the city in the middle of the
night. No one dared admit them into their homes.
I'timad al-Dawlah, having failed in his design to force the Jews to
convert to Islam, ordered that theJewish menfolk be brought shackled before him. He then began preaching to them, advising them
and their families to convert to Islam. But the Jewish men resisted.
I'timad al-Dawlah threatened them with barbaric tortures. They
did not listen. He then ordered that each soldier should be responsible
for the torture of two Jews. In one of the suburbs of Isfahan there
was a vacant gated fortress. The weather was cold, and they flooded
the grounds of the fortress so that they became covered with ice.
Then they locked the Jews inside the castle for three days and three
nights without food or water. Several died. Muhammad Beg ordered
that they be imprisoned within the city. One of them, Obadiah,
converted to Islam. I'timad al-Dawlah congratulated him and bestowed his ring upon him. They then brought forth the hakham of
the Jews and told him that if he did not become a Muslim they
would disembowel him, tie his corpse to a camel, parade it about
the city, and subject his family to torture. They instantly brought
forth a camel and summoned the executioner to disembowel the
hakham. The hakham, fearing for his family's safety, acquiesced.
The Jewish men then gradually followed suit. They were told, "Your
hakham has converted to Islam, now it is your turn to follow him. "
They spat upon, cursed, slapped, kicked, and dragged offto prison
those who resisted. After several days they brought out the prisoners
and repeated the scenario. In this manner they converted r5o Jews
to Islam in one month. They continued to use this method to
convert the Jews of Isfahan to Islam. A cleric was appointed to
instruct them in Islamic law, to ensure that they went to the mosques,
and to teach their children using Islamic books. The Jews were
ordered to purchase their meat from Islamic butchers. But many of
the new Muslims continued to secretly practice their Jewish faith.
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They bought meat and brought it home, but they buried it in the
ground. They went to the mosques, but in their hearts they recited
Hebrew prayers. They were Jews at home, while out of doors they
put on a Muslim fagade.
After Isfahan, these events were repeated withJews in other cities.
Some Jews fled their towns rather than face mandatory conversion,
while others outwitted their oppressors by pretending to be Muslims.
TheJews of Kashan, Qom, Tabriz, Ardabil, Qazvin, Lar, Shiraz, and
Hamadan suffered this same fate, while the Jews of some other
cities, such as Yazd and Kerman, were able to escape compulsory
conversion either by paying bribes to the clerics or by fleeing their
homes.

The Jews of Farahabad were recalcitrant and claimed that the
prince, Mirza Sadiq, had no decree from the king saying that they
must change their faith. Mirza Sadiq subjected them to torture.
They still would not submit. The Safavid prince then obtained the
king's written decree and told the Jews, "This is the king's decree.
What say you now? On the king's orders you must accept Islam."
The Jews still bravely resisted, saying, "We will not abandon the
faith of our forefathers. Do with us as you please." Mirza Sadiq
increased the harshness of his tortures. Upon his orders, the Jews of
Farahabad were suspended upside down by their feet and beaten
unconscious. They attacked their homes and raped young Jewish
boys, women, and girls, and plundered their households. One hundred were arrested, shackled with a long, heavy, iron chain, and
brought before the prince daily and tortured. This went on for four
months. Finally, the prince grew weary and told the Jews that since
they would not abandon their faith, they were each obliged to wear
a patch so that every one would know that they were Jewish."a
The merciless, oppressive campaign of Shah 'Abbas II and his
henchmen to convert the Jews of Iran to Islam was not always
successful. In many cases, it ended in defeat, and victories were
"aArakel Armani Tabrizi.
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sometimes undone by stratagems. By means of a temporary fagade,
the spiteful enemy was held at bay. This resolve, combined with the
intercession of several great, conscientious clerics, led to a reduction
in the forced conversion of Jews to Islam even during this king's
reign. But when the chief of the armory obtained a proclamation of
religious emancipation for the Jews from 'Abbas II, he used it to
extort money from the Jews of Kashan and Isfahan. Wittr this proclamation, Jews who felt that the danger had passed returned to
Judaism, while those who were surrounded had no choice but to
bide their time until a more opportune moment should arrive. But
this more opportune moment never materialtzed, because the mullahs once again came to the fore, resumed their acts of vengeance
against the Jews, and-in atonement for their past omissions-redoubled their efforts. Later, as the sun set on the Safavid dynasty,
the pseudo-clerics, seeing a power vacuum, rushed in to fill it and
acted with greater impunity, preventing the newly-converted Muslims from re-embracing Judaism under any circumstances.
Apart from domestic factors, an important foreign factor which
impeded the return of newly converted Muslims to Judaism during
the reign of Shah 'Abbas II was ShabbetatZevi's submission to the
Ottoman sultan. Jews who had been forced to convert to Islam
were disheartened by this ill-omened event and lost hope in the
advent of a messiah to deliver them from their travails. Their farewell
to Judaism took place in a gloomy cavern of hopelessness and despair.
In his memoirs, Solayman Kohan Sedegh writes that Shabbetai sent
an envoy named Rabbi Mattetia to Isfahan, and that those Jews

who could fled to the Ottoman Empire during the reign of
'Abbas II. But with the end of the good tidings from the pseudomessiah, the clock was turned back, and those who had been coerced
into becoming Muslims saw no way back. Shabbetai Zevi's submis-

sion to the Ottoman sultan took place rn t667-seven years after
Shah 'Abbas II's proclamation of Jewish emancipation and one year
before his death.

THE CLIMAX OF ANTI-SEMITISM

293

Another reason that the newly-converted Muslims did not return
to their Jewish faith was the stubborn contumacy of Muhammad
Beg I'timad al-Dawlah, who was constantly devising new ways of
trying them. As soon as he saw in them the slightest inclination to
return to Judaism, he resorted to cruelly torturing and massacring
them. Nothing stopped him in this endeavor, not even the king's
proclamation. It must not be left unsaid that the enemies of Judaism
who governed Iran-to the extent that they could-concealed or
watered down the king's proclamation of Jewish emancipation. In
any event, the king's proclamation helped only a handful of Jews,
and was soon forgotten.
The restrictions on Jews, a favorite topic of the pseudo-mullahs
since the beginnings of the Safavid dynasty, were expanded during
the reign of Shah 'Abbas II. During this period, Muhammad Taqi
Majlisi collected these regulations. The essence of these, excluding
those presented in Chapter Ten (p. tZo), is as follows:

1. Jews may not have shops in the bazaar.
2. The Jew who becomes a Muslim inherits all of his relatives'
property.
3. The oath of a Jew is not admissible in court.
4. Jews must pay a separate poll tax.
5. He who kills a Jew shall go free upon payment of blood money. "t
6. When it rains, Jews may not take cover in alleyways.
7. Jewish women may not cover their faces in public."6
B. The veils worn by Jewish women must be of two colors. (They
were not permitted to wear the traditional black veils of the
times.)

9. Jewish men may not wear fine clothing; they may only wear
blue calico.
"5The Bulletin of the Alliance israelite universelle for 1873, p. 93, reports
that during the reign of Nasir al-Din Shah, this sum was 33 tomans.

"This law was a great affront to Jewish women in an extremist society
in which women covered their faces.
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10. Jews may not wear matching shoes.
1 1. All Jews must wear a red patch on their garments.
12. No Jew may pass a Muslim in the street.
13. No Jew may raise his voice to a Muslim.
14. A Jewish creditor must collect his debt from a Muslim by
politely asking.
15. If a Muslim curses aJew, the Jew must remain silent and bow
his head.
16. The Jew who purchases meat must keep it out of the sight of
Muslims.
17. Jews may not build fancy houses.
18. Jews may not paint the rooms of their homes white.
19. The door of a Jew's house must be low and must be a single
[not a double] door.
20. Jews may not wear robes, but must carry them beneath their
armpits.
2L Jews may not trim their beards with scissors.
22. Jews may not go to summer resorts.
23. If a Jew drinks wine, he must not leave his house; otherwise,
he must be immediately killed.
24. Jewish weddings must be held in secret.
25. Jews may not buy fresh fruits.
26. Jews must wear green and red.
27 . Jews may not ride white donkeys.
28. When riding donkeys, Jews must keep their feet together.
29. Jews may not walk in the middle of the street. They must walk
along the walls.
30. When praying, Jews may not raise their voices or sing.
31. Jewish men may not allow their hair to grow; they must shave
their heads.
32. Because Jews are unclean, they must not join Muslim gatherings
and touch things.
33. Jews may not enter Muslim shops-especially bakeries-and
touch anything.
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34. The testimony of a Jew is inadmissible, but a Muslim may
testify against two Jews.
says that a Jew has blasphemed, thar Jew must be
put to death or become a Muslim.
36. Jews must live in a certain quarter, and Muslims who live
near that quarter may not sell their houses to Jews.
37 . Jews must wear ropes around their waists instead of shawls.
38. Jews may not set foot outside their homes after sunset.
39. AJew riding a donkey may not pass a Muslim on foot.
40. Jews may not wear turbans. Instead, they must wear distinctive

35. If a Muslim

caps.

4L Jews must hang a rag over their doors.
42. Jewish shops must be one step lower than Muslim shops.
43. Jews may not open shops on city streets.
44. Jews may not wear long stockings.
45. Jews must bow their heads when addressing Muslims.
These degrading laws reflect the social myopia of the times. Combined with rampant persecutions and tortures aimed at forcing Jews
to convert, they unleashed a hidden wave of Jewish emigration to
the Ottoman Empire, as well as massacres. This greatly diminished
the Jewish population during the Safavid period. In these times,
"Jewish emancipation" was nothing more than a hollow phrase.
Mistreatment persisted even after the proclamation of Shah
'Abbas II. The anecdote handed down generation to generation by
the Jews of Yazd since the reign of Sultan Husayn Shah is indicative
of the enduring nature of those persecurions: One Yom Kippur eve
during that king's reign, a Jewish cleric by the name of Mullah
Ya'qub donneci a white garment and proceeded to the synagogue.
Several Muslims saw him in that immaculate religious attire and
mistook him for a Muslim. They greeted him, but soon realized
their mistake. The news reached the governor, who was of a mind
to order a massacre of the Jews for failure to observe the restrictions
then in force. But the danger passed and the governor ordered that
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the Jews must at all times observe the laws governing their dress
and wear plain, drab clothes with a colored patch.
So great was the anti-Semitism of Safavid times that it persisted
even after that dynasty's end. The erroneous notions received by
later generations kept hatreds alive. It is noteworthy that during the
Safavid period, the Shi'i government revived and expanded enforcement of the Sunni Contract of 'Umar-which had for a time been
forgotten-against the Jews. Many of the anti-Semitic pseudo-clerics
and statesmen who later became viziers and advisors to the kings
were themselves descended from Mongols and Turks who not long
before had not known God and had only recently converted to
Islam.

Chardin writes concerning the social status of Jews in Safavid
Iran:
They are everywhere poor and miserable. I have not seen a single
family in the kingdom that one could call rich, and which on the
contrary did not live in poverty. Some of these Jews are artisans,
but the majority live by intrigues, selling second-hand merchandise, by usury, by acting as middlemen, wine-sellers, and as pimps.
They are also deeply involved in chemical medicine and magic in
various places, and that is how they make most of their money,
for their women, slipping into the seraglios, dupe the foolish and
simple creatures, who govern by dint of their beauty, into believing
that they can predict the future, that they can predict what will
happen to them, and that they can concoct potions to make them
beloved, to make their rivals detested, to cause them to bear chil-

dren and to prevent from having them, and for such illusions
they make a handsome profit. (Chardin, 6:r33)

As the Safavid dynasty declined, there was no change in the status
of Jews. Shah Sultan Husayn closed schools, shattered wine jugs,
and persecuted Christian, Zoroastrian, and Jew alike. He even
brought great pressure to bear on the various Islamic sects. The
Shi'i-Sunni conflict escalated and Sufis were forced to abandon their
homes. The seed planted during the reign of Shah 'Abbas I and
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watered during the time of Shah 'Abbas II now bore fruit. The
mullahs continued to torment the Jews and endeavored to convert
them to Islam:
Only the downfall of the Safavid dynasty, through the successful
invasion of the Afghans and the subsequent rise of a new tolerant
ruler, Nadir Shah (tZl+-rl+7), saved the Jews of Isfahan and the
Jews of Persia as a whole from complete annihilation. (Fischel,
" Isfahan: The Story of a Jewish Commwrity in Penia, " p. p6 b6l)

Jewish Poetry, Literature, Scholarship, and
during the Safavid Period

Art

During these dark days of persecution, which were more than even
the most patient and forbearing individuals could stand, the Jews,
as is their national character, displayed an interest in science, literature, philosophy, the arts, and education. Throughout all these
persecutions, they never forgot that they were people of letters and
that their way was the way of reason, of the pen, and of scientific
curiosity. Many Jewish scholars and artists of the Safavid period
have undoubtedly been forgotten. Those whose niunes are mentioned
here are but a few among many.

When the Ottoman Sultan Sulayman attacked Iran during the
reign of Shah Tahmasp, he was accompanied by the Jewish physician
R. Moshe Hamun. Upon his return to Istanbul, this physician
brought with him from Iran R. Jacob ben Joseph Tavus, who translated the Pentateuch into Judeo-Persian in 1534. This Persian translation was published in ry46, along with the Hebrew and Aramaic
texts and the Arabic translation of Saadiah Caon. This translation
was re-published along with Greek and Spanish translations. It is
not known whether Tavus completed his translation in Iran, or if
he resided in Istanbul (Constantinople) at the time. Tavus' translation
was published in the Persian alphabet tn:.654."7

"7n1, t1336.
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'Imrani,

period, was inspired by
the epic style of the Shahnameh and versified the history of the Jews
from after the time of Moses through the reign of King Solomon.
Like all Jewish-Iranian authors and poets of his times, he used the
Hebrew script to write Persian. His most important work is his
Fathnameft, which he composed rn L523.His Ganjnameh is a versified
discourse on religious topics."8'Imrani versified the books of Joshua,
Judges, Samuel, and Kings, as well as portions of the Mishna.
It is apparent from 'Imrani's verse that he was under pressure to
change his religion. In the introduction to Joshua, addressing God,
he writes:
Should

a great Jewish poet of the Safavid

I

be a few days late

in my devotions

Forgive me of Thy grace
The noblefind not

fault with the blind

Even as kings accept the apologies of dervishes

This accomplished poet, observing his people's sufferings, addressed
God thus:
Thou knowest that we have neither Migdash,
Offering, priest, nor Ezra
No sacrifice to present Thee

our sins
of Galuth, O God!
land
In this
We present

We are aggrieved by tyranny and corruption

in Galuth, a PeoPle
Captive, wanting, forlorn, and bewildered
We are aggrieved

Another Persian-speaking poet who lived in r6th century Iran was
Judah Lari, whose Makhzan al-pand (Treasure Trove of Exhortations)
survives.
Of the renowned Jewish poets who converted to Islam during this

period, we must mention Sa'id Sarmad (4. r00r). This poet was
"tnJ, ro'.434.
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born to a priestly family in Kashan in the early rTth century. Although
Sarmad was forced to convert to Islam, he is referred to in Asian
and European sources as "Sarmad the Je*" or "the Jewish mystic."
Sarmad the Mystic emigrated to India and took r.rp residence in
Hyderabad. Later, in 1654, he moved to Delhi, the capital of the
Mogul Empire, and lived there as a dervish for the rest of his life,
where he was known as "the poor man of the passageways." He
became universally popular for his mystic verse. He collaborated
with the author of the Dabistan in writing a book in Persian on
comparative religion. He composed the chapter on Judaism and
translated six chapters from the book of Cenesis. Considering Sarmad
an infidel poet, the Mogul court sentenced him to death. A volume
of Sarmad's collected works including over three hundred poems
was published in r897."e As Sarmad was led from the court to the
execution grounds, so dense was the crowd which gathered that the
poet could scarcely be led through. It is said that between the sultan's
court and the grounds of the Jami'-e Shah mosque at Jahanabad
where he was executed and buried, he composed nearly twenty-four
quatrains, among them:

In

the slaughterhouse of love, they

They

kill not the scrawny wicked

kill only the virtuous

ones

If thou

be a lover true, flee not
For those whom they kill not are but lumps of carrion flesh

Sarmad of Kashan was beheaded in 166o.
Another Jewish poet of the Safavid era, mentioned

in Tazkereh-yt

nasrabadi (Nasrabadi's Memoir), is. . .
...the dervish Joseph of the province of Lar, who was a Jew...lt
that he deviated from the path of Judaism and followed
the path of Islam and went to Isfahan to pursue an education. He
mastered most of the sciences including philosophy, rhetoric, arithmetic, geomancy, poetry, and riddles, and most of the grandees
sought his friendship. (Nasrabadi, pp. 2-d.
seems

"eal, t4882.
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From his poetry, it appears that the dervish Joseph finally returned
to his Jewish faith.
There were many Judeo-Persian poets and writers during the Safavid period, but because of successive flights from city to city, much
of their work has been lost. Nonetheless, many of these works either
remain hidden in Jewish-Iranian homes or are kept from public
view by their overly-protective owners.'3o
The most renowned poet of the times was Baba'i Lutf of Kashan,
a contemporary of Shah 'Abbas II who versified the history of the
Jews during the Safavid period rp to the end of that king's reign.
His life and works as well as those of his grandson, Baba'i Farhad,
who versified the history of the Jews from the time of Shah Sultan
Husayn and the Afghan conquest up to the beginning of the reign
of Nadir Shah, will be addressed in detail in the next chapter.
According to Fischel, an Italian priest by the name of G. Vecchietti
(t552-t6t9) travelled to Iran in 16o5 to collect manuscripts of various
Persian translations of the Torah which had been made in the cities
of Hamadan, Isfahan, Shiraz, Lar, and Yazd. He was commissioned
by Shah 'Abbas I to translate the Book of Psalms and the New
Testament into Persian. The rabbanim of Isfahan assisted him in
translating the Psalms. This translation was completed in 1618.
R. Moshe Levi, a great scholar of Kashan, played an important
role in the education of theJews of that city. R. Moshe, who developed
a unique calendar, lived during the reigns of Shah Tahmasp and
Shah 'Abbas I. He wrote several Hebrew books. He was one of the
important Cabalists of his day and was probably in correspondence
with R. Joseph, the great champion of Cabala. In 1686, late in the
Safavid period, another Jewish scholar of Kashan, Mullah Yehuda,
wrote Hubut yehuda (ntn' nr:rn), a treatise on philosophy and divinity.
'3The author spent a great deal of time and effort to gain the permission

of a Jew of Kashan to copy the books of Baba'i Lutf and Baba'i Farhad
which were in his possession.
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Apart from poetry, literature, and the sciences, the Jews of Safavid
Iran also did Iranian society a tremendous service in helping to
preserve the national culture, especially in the field of music, which
they secretly safeguarded. The religious extremism of the times
reached the point where music was totally outlawed during the
reign of Shah Sultan Husayn, being deemed a satanic act. But the
Jews of Iran, especially those of Shiraz, kept alive the art of traditional
Persian music with instruments such as the tar,'3' kamanCheh,'3'qanun,'33 and ney,'ra and passed it on from generation to generation.

'3hN. a string instrument which is strummed.

string instrument like
'3hN: a kind of harp.
'34TN: a kind of'reed flute.

'l'TN:

a

a

violin.

CunprBn SnvENTEEN

The History of Baba'i ibn Lutf
TnB JEwrsn poET AND cHRoNICLen BaeA'I IBN Lurp began writing
his Ketab-e Anusi in t656 (Fig. A). Tfris book describes the forced
conversion of Jews to Islam during the Safavid period. The anusim
(n''or:x) were Jews who were forced to convert, but who secretly
remained true to their religion. These people, who faced physical,
mental, and economic pressures to convert, were not few. Most of
the new Muslims secretly performed the rituals of the Jewish faith.
Like the Marranos of Spain, these anusim led a dual religious life:
one public, one private.
Baba'i Lutf's popular book describes this dual life. Although Baba'i's
verse is weak from a literary standpoint, the content of his work is
of tremendous value. Baba'i wrote in the epic poetic style of the
Shahnameft (Book of Kings), though it would be more fitting to call
his work the Mardomnameft (Book of the People). His Anusi, which
is one of the most important sources for the history of Iranian
Jewry, also mirrors Iranian society during the author's times. The
Safavid period was a time of intense ritual mourning, commemoration of the martyrs of Karbala, ta'ziyah passion plays, selfflagellation, the wearing of black, weeping, and breast beating.'rs
The commemoration of tragedy is deeply-rooted. In Baba'i's book,
which speaks of actual events, the same melancholic air is conspicuous.
Baba'i Lutf described the persecutions and massacres suffered by
the Jews of Safavid Iran during his lifetime in Persian verse written
in the Hebrew alphabet. The book comprises eighty-three chapters.
His grandson, Baba'i ibn Farhad, who like his grandfather was a
resident of Kashan and had some poetic inspiration-and who also
like his grandfather was witness to many atrocities during his lifetime-chronicled the times of the Jews of Iran up to the year V25.
'3hN: in ritual mourning, the chest is pounded.
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His writings are another important source on the social life of his
coreligionists in this land.
Baba'i Lutf, after praising the Almighty, expounding on the unity
of Cod, and lauding the prophets, continues his history under the
heading, "On the Cause of the Afflictions of Fate." He writes that
during the reigns of Shah 'Abbas I and 'Abbas II, the Jews, who had
lived in Iran for over z4 centuries, were forced to flee their native
land to the Ottoman Empire because of the atrocities inflicted upon
them.
Some families departed together

In

the middle of the night for the kingdom of Caesals6

Wretched me-fatigued from my labors

I

in thought
I had been thinking for a time of leaving
And making my home in some corner of Baghdad
But for my heart's love of the people of Kashan
I could not built my nest in another country
Each night I thought in my heart
That on the morcow I would extract myself from this mud
became absorbed

When suddenly my heart replied, "O Friend,
Come, I grant thee the kernel, for this is merely the husk

Come, and commit to verse
The story of these times, that

it may

be a sign."

The poet listened to his heart's call and wrote of the events of his
times in verse. Based upon his book, we make reference here to
several of those events under separate headings.

'36The

Ottoman Empire.
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The Vengefulness of Mullah Mordecai Lari,
Who Became Known as "Abu al-Hasan"

In the city of Lar there was a Jew by the name of Mullah Mordecai
who, besides being a slaughterer of animals, was also a meat-seller.'r7
The Jewish community of Lar protested this practice,"u but the
Jewish butcher paid no heed, so the people determined to chastise
him. On the day before Yom Kippur, Mullah Mordecai slaughtered
several sheep and prepared them for sale in his shop, but no one
came. The butcher was furious:
He said "I will this day do that which will
Deliver up the Jews like straw before the wind"
The plot which he thus conceived was an ill-omened one. He sought
vengeance not only against those of his city, but against all the Jews
of Iran. He compelled his wife and children to go before the khan
of Lar and avow themselves Muslims. Thenceforward, Mullah Mordecai was known aS "Abu al-Hasan Lari." He was more anti-Semitic
than any Muslim-born mullah and sought vengeance against the
downtrodden Jews of Safavid Iran. Abu al-Hasan went before the
Shi'i clerics and obtained a religious edict stipulating that eighteen
laws must be enforced against the Jews. Most of these laws had
been enacted previously, but one was revised. It required that the
Jews wear a cap with eleven tassels, each of a different color, around
which they were required to wrap a three zar'3e length of red cloth.
Additionally, Jewish women were required to wear so many little
bells on the hems of their garments.
'rzln the Jewish religion, the person who slaughters animals may not
also sell meat, so that he will not slaughter sick animals for personal gain.
t:8"The people
of Lar are mostly Jewish and are occupied in sericulture
and all professions, especially making cummerbunds, which they weave
well. It is for this industry that the town is renowned. " (Tavernier, Persian
translation, p. 989).
'3eTN: the zar'is a Persian unit of measurment equivalent to lo4 cm.
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After obtaining this edict from the "religious scholars" of Lar, he
went on to Isfahan, the Safavid capital. At that time, a cleric by the
name of Mullah Jalal lived in Isfahan, and he was one of Shah
'Abbas I's favorites. Lari incited this cleric against the Jews, and
asked him to set his seal upon the edict of the clerics at Lar. Mullah
perseJalal did so without hesitation and thus, with official blessing,
alAbu
new-Muslim
the
of
because
cution of Jews was redoubled
Hasan. Enforcement of the edicts began with the Jewish community
in the capital. The Jews of Isfahan, finding themselves confronted
with a bizarre new encumbrance, drafted a petition to Shah'Abbas
the Great, and their leaders delivered it to the king. By coincidence,
'Ali Pasha-who had been taken prisoner at Tabriz during the Ottoman attack against Iran-was present. When Shah 'Abbas saw the
'Ali Pasha, "Your people have
Jewish leaders, he said mockingly to
arrived.'ao Give them some of this wine, too."
After extolling the king's virtues, the representatives of the Jewish
community of Isfahan asked him to deliver them from the clutches
of a man who had come from Lar and to block enforcement of the
ruling forcing them to wear caps and bells and other oppressive
statutes. The drunken king laughed heartily and told them that
they would have to go before Sadr al-Din, the religious leader of
Isfahan. They went to Sadr al-Din and protested that the Messenger
of Islam had never enacted such measures against the People of the
Book. Sadr al-Din summoned Abu al-Hasan, saw the proclamation
regarding the cap of eleven tassels, made some slight modifications
to the shape and color of the cap, and told Abu al-Hasan that he
could go to all the cities of Iran and ensure that the edict was
enforced.
It was over. They were obliged to wear those foolscaps, and all
their later efforts to rescind the edict were in vain. Abu al-Hasan
had three sons: 'Abd al-Rahim, Shah Muhammad, and Isma'il. He
this insult, the king was probably referring to the high regard and
esteem in which the Jews of the Ottoman Empire were held.
'+oBy
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dispatched all three to carry out this enterprise. Father and sons
exacted fines from the Jews and otherwise tormented them. Abu
al-Hasan amassed power, and a new "edict-proclaiming mullah"
emerged for the Jews from the crowded bazaar of Shi'i mullahs. All
sheep had to be slaughtered in his presence, and he collected a fee
of ten dinars for each.'4'This regulation ruined the business of the
Jewish slaughterers and meat sellers. He also decreed that at every
engagement, marriage or circumcision reception, a gift must be
presented to him-otherwise the celebration would become an occasion for mourning. This bizarre man soon amassed great wealth
and bought a house in Isfahan, where he continued to exact his
revenge to the greatest extent possible.

Abu al-Hasan Lari in Kashan
The Jews of Kashan knew that there was no way to resist Abu
al-Hasan Lari and that the government strongly supported him.
Therefore, they went out to greet him, hoping that by showing
respect they might lessen his harshness. But Abu al-Hasan told
them that he had the seal of the king's spiritual leader, and that
they must wear the ridiculous caps.
All

the multitude exclaimed "O

Do

us

Mullah of Lar.
us not up to ridicule

not this injustice and hold

Whatsoever thou may'st desire
We shall dutifully provide every morning and evening

Do not tell us these things, for God's sake!
Fear the wrath of the people!"

Abu al-Hasan told them about the bad conduct of the Jews of Lar,
saying they had "buried him alive" and completely ruined his life.
Since the sin of one Jew caused hardship for all Jews, those who
caused him hardship in Lar were responsible for the misfortunes of
the other Jews.
'aThis was a large sum in those days.
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The Jews of Kashan tried to soften Abu al-Hasan Lari with largess,
but he would not give in. A brave man known as Samuel the Butcher,
who was ever present when the Jews of Kashan faced difficulty,
rebuked Abu al-Hasan, calling him a "half-witted imbecile." He
said, "You will receive your just deserts for what you are doing to
the Jews. Even Nebucha dnezzar did not escape this world without
punishment. "
When Abu al-Hasan heard these insolent words, he jumped like a
tiger struck by an arrow:
He retorted "Thou rotten stinking lump of

carrion-

What right hast thou to address me thus?
With a dagger will I sever thy head from thy body
O foolhardy man!"

Their confrontation escalated into a fight. Lari wounded Samuel
with a knife blow, and Samuel the Butcher struck his rival's mouth
so hard as to break his teeth, and he began to bleed from the
mouth. An uproar arose from the crowd. The news reached the
government, and the combatants were brought before the governor's
court. Lari expressed his view, saying, "These people are in rebellion
against the king's decree. The Jews of Isfahan wear the distinctive
cap, but these ones mock thejurisprudents'edict."
TheJews replied, "O just Ruler! O Exalted One! Crant us a ten-day
reprieve that we may look into how to resolve this matter, for Lari
exacts exorbitant sums from us-and annually, at that. "
Samuel told the governor, "Enforcement of this matter in Isfahan
has no bearing on our acceptance of it here in Kashan. Either put
us all to death on the spot or free us from the hand of this man. "
But the governor said:
"That which

the Jews in the capital did
You must likewise do"

The decision was in the governor's hands, and the sheikhs and
constables supported him. It was decided that it would be done in
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Kashan even as it was done in Isfahan. Wearing the ridiculous cap
prevented the Jews from appearing in the streets and marketplaces,
because passersby would mock and vex them. The spiteful Abu
al-Hasan, in addition to his travel expenses, extorted from the Jews
of Kashan twice the sum they had originally offered him and left
the city.

Abu al-Hasan's Trip to Shiraz
The new-Muslim Abu al-Hasan also bestowed his ludicrous cap
upon the Jews of Shiraz.'a' He summoned the leader of the Jewish
community of Fars province, a mild-mannered and God-fearing
man named Benjamin, and enumerated the regulations. The governor of Fars, Allahvardi Khan, who knew of Abu al-Hasan's plans to
persecute the Jews, tried to make peace between him and the Jews
of Fars. But Abu al-Hasan, whose proverbial cannon were loaded
and who had the capital's blessings, protested to the governor, asking
why he sought to pretermit the directive of the Messenger of Islam.
The commander of Fars had no choice but to remain silent.

In a subsequent meeting, Benjamin said to Lari, "You say that
this directive is that of the Messenger. If this be so, then show us
where the Messenger of Islam gave such a directive, so that we may
obey it. Otherwise, be on your way and go."
Abu al-Hasan, who like all other obstinate oppressors was steeped
in ignorance, became furious upon hearing Benjamin's words and
took to cursing him. He threatened to take him before the king and
have him sentenced to death. Benjamin replied:

'aTari must have arrived in Shiraz around the year 1613 c.n. During
Khan-one of Shah Abbas I's famous officers and
originally an Armenian from Georgia-was governor of the province of
Fars. He was a convert to Islam and governed Fars for nineteen years. He
died in t6t4.
these days, Allahvardi
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"Thou art the enemy of God and the Messenger
The enemy of Godwill ne'er prevail"

The matter was again submitted to the khan for arbitration. He
addressed Abu al-Hasan, saying:
"Art thou Muslim or Jew? Which art thou?
It would seem thou art an incomplete man!"

Lari replied, "I was a Je*. I became a Muslim. I enforce the king's
decree, which bears the seal of the sheikhs and stands as a religious
edict. All Jews must wear this distinctive cap. No one has the right
to modify this decree."
Allahvardi Khan, who was drinking wine, addressed Benjamin
with a drunken laugh, saying, "For my sake, take Lari's cap and put
it on."
Abu al-Hasan, who was expecting such a command, came haughtily
forward. He removed Benjamin's cap and placed the ridiculous cap
on his head. The drunken governor then asked Benjamin to dance
before the assembly. Those present laughed, while Benjamin wept
in his heart. Suddenly, the governor's demeanor changed. He turned
angrily to Lari and said "O little man! Have you no shame? I will
not sanction the wear of this absurd cap by the Jews of Fars. If the
purpose is to distinguish them, then a cloth patch on the chest will
suffice. And I only approve of this that the Muslims of Fars might
leave me in peace."
Lari replied, "O Covernor, do not resist your benefactor's command. I have enforced this edict in the cities of Yazd, Kashan,
Damavand, Bandar, and Lar. It must be done thus here, too."
Upon hearing these words, Allahvardi Khan became enraged and
ordered that Abu al-Hasan be physically thrown out. The governor's
servants hit Lari so hard that his turban fell from his head, and he
was driven away, bitter and frustrated. The Jews of Fars were thus
delivered from his clutches. The governor of Fars ordered that the
Jews must wear a small patch no larger than a coin on their chests.
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This rule remained in force until the reign of Shah 'Abbas II, when
life for the Jews suddenly changed dramatically.
The Jews of Farahabad and Abu al-Hasan Lari
The people of Zagham, the capital of Georgia, lived in tranquility.
A well-known Jew by the name of Bahran or El'azar (Lalehzar)
lived in this city. When Shah 'Abbas went to war against Georgia in
t6r4, Lalehzar encouraged his coreligionists to support the Iranian
king. The Jews of Georgia, terrified by the coarse behavior of the
European Christians, looked favorably upon the victory of a Muslim
king, and they joined LaIehzar. Two hundred Jews, under cover of
night, rode to join Shah 'Abbas' camp. Shah 'Abbas was highly
pleased by this show of support and asked Lalehzar to be his advisor
and guide. He bestowed a reward upon him and his supporters and
said:

"I swear upon the soul of Muhammad
By the hearth of Sheikh Safi, my lord
That I will not torment any of the people of Judah
For all time, not merely today and tomorrow
I will honor you in this world
I will found a city dedicated to your memory

I will save them from the enemy's grasp
You will be my boon companiorfs"l4

The Jews trusted the king, who said that if any of their property was
plundered, he would recompense them from his treasury, and they
sang his praises. Shah 'Abbas bestowed upon Lalehzar a horse with
a golden saddle, and the young Lalehzar accompanied the king at

all times as his advisor. The advance against the Ceorgian capital
proceeded along the route designated by La\ehzar. As the occupation

'ailt is left to the unbiased student of history to determine whether
Shah 'Abbas broke his word of his own accord or if the clerics to whom
he gave free reign forced him to disregard his oath.
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of the city neared, Lalehzar took the opportunity to go into the city
and get the Jews out so that they would not fall victim to the bloodshed
which was to be unleashed by Shah 'Abbas' army. The Iranian army
occupied the Georgian capital in the course of a single morning.
Shah 'Abbas asked Lalehzar to relocate all the Jews of Zagham to
Mazandaran. In the area of Mazandaran which Shah 'Abbas set
aside for them, they built a town which later came to be known as
"Farahabad." Whenever the king went with his harem to Mazandaran
he stopped in this town . Lalehzar had two sons, Hanuka and Jacob.
The king desired that Hanuka should become a Muslim so that he
could make him a khan and governor. One day, when he was drunk
with wine. .
.

Hanuka "O youthful son
Come over to my faith, for the sake of God
I will grant thee a khanate and worldly fortune

He

addressed

I bring

thee heaven

in the hereafter"

Finally, the king's insistence and pressure from his peers compelled
Hanuka to accept Islam, and the king made him governor of the
town. Years later. Abu al-Hasan Lari entered Farahabad. He had
brought many caps with him which he sought to force the Jews to
wear while extorting money from them. He introduced himself to
La\ehzar, saying, "upon the king's orders I have come here to place
this new cap upon your head."
When a percon has no life left
He will taste of the poison chalice by the cupbearer's hand

Master La\ehzar, aware of the havoc which this spiteful man had
wreaked elsewhere, chose the path of cordiality and equanimity
and hosted a regal banquet in his honor. He provided music, singers,
wine, fuh and fowl, sparing no expense.
They drank crimson wine
They became drunk, drinking from royal chalices
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They dutifully served that Master
Slave, Indian, Georgian, and Tartar
Once Lari had become intoxicated

He said, "O Master-foremost friend,
I desire the profit of the sea
Please, I am weary of the world"

Lalehzar was delighted by Lari's suggestion about going out to sea.
He instructed his servants to bring along some wine, and they went
down to the shore. At the beach, they offered Lari more wine.
When, in his drunken state, he saw the boats upon the water, he
desired to board them. They prepared three boats. They seated Lari
in one, Lalehzar in another, and one of Lalehzar's Georgian servants
in the third. Once they were far from shore, Lalehzar said to Lari, "l
say to you before God, desist from this hideous act, and bring not
humiliation upon the Jewish people." Lari replied:

I
I

was a prince in my city
was respected by the people

They made me a stranger to my religion

They humiliated me a hundred times

I made it a point

of honor

in this life

To trample upon the Jews

When Master Lalehzar heard this, he spoke to the third man in
Ceorgian, telling him to capsize Lari's boat, and he did so. Lari
sank to the bottom of the sea and drowned.
The

fish ate him bit by bit

They ate both flesh and bone

The story told by HuJi Benyamin Asil Mazandarani (1818-1938)-who
lived one hundred twenty years and heard the story of Abu al-Hasan

Lari from his grandfather but never read Baba'i's book-supports
the account of Baba'i Lutf:
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When Abu al-Hasan Lari arrived in Farahabad, he immediately
announced that they must buy and wear his caps, otherwise, they
must either leave behind their homes and property, be banished,
and go off to live in the wilderness, or, if they wanted to remain
in the city, they were obliged to embrace Islam. They faced decapitation if they resisted.
Master Lalehzar, who enjoyed the king's favor, asked him for a
ten-day reprieve. He then went to Shah 'Abbas and asked for his
help. The king said that changing the decree or rescinding the
edict of the "twelver Shi'i Islamic scholars" was impossible for
him. Lalehzar returned disappointed. The Jews of Mazandaran,
who were silk workers, offered Lari large quantities of silk, but he
would not accept. A disillusioned Lalehzar told Lari "For what
reason do you, whose father was Jewish and who yourself were
born a Jew and in whose veins flows Jewish blood, nurture such
hatred for the Jews? You have been to all the towns from Lar in
the south to Farahabad in the north to vex your former coreligionists. Why do you do this?"
Lari replied "Do you want to know? I have disclosed this secret
to no one. But I will tell you, who have shown me such great
hospitality. Yes, I was once a follower of Moses, and I held a
precious jewel in my hand. This precious jewel was my Judaism.
But the other Jews caused me to relinquish this jewel, and now I,
too, struggle to cause other Jews to relinquish their jewels by any
means possible. "
The Jews of Farahabad, a stubborn people

from Georgia, were
not prepared to submit to Abu al-Hasan Lari. They did not wish

to abandon either their homes or their religion. Thus, they prepared
for a battle which might have ended in all their deaths. One of
Master Lalehzar's sons addressed the Jews "lf we are all prepared
to die, then why don't we put an end to this miserable Mordecai
Lari's life?" Everyone agreed, and they drew up and executed the
plan to drown him in the Caspian Sea.
It was not long before this plot became publicly known and the
news reached Shah 'Abbas. The king summoned Lalehzar and
asked him the truth. Lalehzar told him the truth, and in consideration of his prior service, the king spared his life and those of the

other Jews on the condition that they all accept Islam forthwith
without any reservations. There was no other alternative. The
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Jews of Farahabad became Muslims. But many secretly practiced
the religion of their forefathers. Some of them left Farahabad
secretly in the night, taking their Torahs with them to Kiyakala.'aa

Shah 'Abbas and the Runaway Gazelle
Another of Baba'i Lutf's stories concerns the king s encounter with
an old Jewish man while hunting gazelle. Shah 'Abbas took an active
interest in the prosperity of his capital city, Isfahan, and erected
magnificent edifices there. People of many nations lived in the city.
About the year 1616 c.p., Shah 'Abbas went to his hunting grounds
in Lenjan, a Jewish populated area where the shrine of Sara bat
Asher is situated. The king spotted a gazelle and pursued it. The
gazelle fled and ran into an old building. The king, who in chasing
the gazelle had become separated from his companions, entered
the building and saw an old man reading a book. The king asked,
"Who are you and what is this place?"
The old man replied, "I am a Jew, and this is the shrine of the
Jews."

The king asked, "Where is the gazelle?"
The old man answered, "That gazelle is Lady Sara, the granddaughter of Jacob, whose house this is."
The old man, who had not recognized the king, remained seated
and paid him no further heed. The king grew angry and asked him,
"Do you know who is standing before you and with whom you are
speaking?" Upon recognizing the king, the old man immediately
sprang to his feet and then prostrated himself before him. That visit
to the shrine produced a profound effect upon the king. Upon his
return to Isfahan, he summoned the secular and religious leaders of
the Jews to be present at his court the next morning. The community
leaders, Solomon and Simantub, the spiritual leaders, Nisan and
Mordecai, and two Jewish functionaries, Khodadad and Moses, were
admitted to the court.
'ohN: a site near Isfahan.
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When they saw the king, they sprang up
All placed their hands upon their breasts
They praised the king, the ruler of the world

They said "Truth is thy protector
Muy thou forever reign

Muy the head of thine enemy

be severed by thy sword"

The king addressed them, saying, "l visited your shrine. Repair it,
and go there every Monday and pray for me. I command that the
cap of Abu al-Hasan Lari shall no longer be worn. "
I amfinally removing this

cap from your head

I will make manifest the religion

of Moses

The Jewish representatives were dismissed, and the order rescinding
the cap of Abu al-Hasan was proclaimed.

Simantub Follows in Abu al-Hasan's Footsteps
Simantub claimed credit for this success. His behavior toward his
coreligionists changed, and he demanded money from them. The
people turned against him, and two Jews who were frustrated with
him sat in protest at the palace gate. The king's vizier, Mir Muhammad Qasim, became aware of the protestors' complaint. The conflict
escalated, and a new "Abu al-Hasan" entered the scene. Simantub
sent a petition to the king in which he denounced the Jews as a
malicious people caught up in sorcery. He said that they were disobeying him-the leader of the Jewish community-and that by
extension they were naturally disobeying the king, too. He claimed
that the complaint delivered to Mir Muhammad Qasim was unfounded.
The conflict continued to escalate. Simantub's rivals, each seeking
to become leader of the Jewish community, fought among themselves, and the conflict ended in brawling and fisticuffs. There was
even a mOlee in the synagogue on the Sabbath. Ultimately, the people
agreed to unseat Simantub and to forward a complaint to the king
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stating that he had received bribes and had not spent funds received
for the upkeep of the cemetery and shrines. They brought Simantub
bound before the king. He said, "The slave of the court is not
worthy of such accusations. These people were practising witchcraft,
and I took their books of sorcery away. Finding themselves powerless,
they became bent on my demise.'at If I was heretofore an infidel, I
shall now become a Muslim."
The king cleared him of all accusations, and Simantub and his
entire family became Muslims. The king summoned the Jewish elders.
Among them, there was a pious man known as Mullah Abba, who
was constantly at prayer. Addressing him...
His king said "O Jewish man
Become a Muslim, and be delivered of thy Jewishness"
The mullah replied "O King of the World

Though thou smitest me with thy sword
Yet shall I not repent of my religion

I have no plaint against

Moses and Aaron"

The king was enraged and commanded that Mullah Abba be thrown
to the man-eating dogs. Being thrown to voracious wolf-like dogs
was a popular method of execution during the Safavid period. A
dog tore the flesh from Mullah Abba's arm, and the holy man died
in a pool of blood.
The king ordered Simantub to travel from city to city and to
gather and destroy all the books of witchcraft he found.'au Simantub
traveled to the cities of Qom, Kashan, Yazd, Shiraz, Abarqu, Damavand, Farahabad, Gilan, Qazvin, and Baghdad, collecting and de-

'a5Given the king's strong belief

in witchcraft and magic, it was easy for

him to believe such allegations.
'aThe enemies of the Jews alleged that the book of Cabala was a compendium of witchcraft, and that they used it to perform amazing magical
acts. The king's order primarily concerned this book.
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stroying these books on the king's orders. In all of the cities to
which he traveled, he found excuses to extort money from the Jews.
Zechariah, the new leader of the Jewish community who was
responsible for collecting taxes for the state, was forced to bear
down on the Jewish community. Though he surrendered all his
personal property, he was bastinadoed and jailed because the government officials were not satisfied with the total sum he had collected. A Jewish convert to Islam named Haji Reza was also a government official. He raised the annual poll tax on Jews from 40 to
6o tomarn. Not content with this deed, he was constantly searching
for ways to extort money from the Jews. One of the tricks he played
on his former coreligionists was this: He approached a Jewish prayer
copyist named Aharun and asked him to write a prayer for him.
Aharun, not knowing Huji Reza's ulterior motive, wrote a prayer
for him and gave him the copy. One day, Haji Reza appeared before
the king, who was drinking in the company of Anatolians, Ethiopians,
Turks, Tatars, and Europeans. He showed the king the prayer and
said, "Your Majesty, how can you sit idly by while the Jews are
writing magical incantations against you?"
He showed the king the document. The king was infuriated, and
summoned the Jewish elders to explain this witchcraft. At the time,
Isfahan had four Jewish mullahs: Mullah Yeshua, Mullah Yehshua,
Mullah Shelemu, and Mullah Judah. AII four were brought before
the king. Trembling, they prostrated themselves before him. The
king demanded that they read the incantation and disclose its contents. The mullahs swore that they knew nothing of that folio and
that the Jews never practice witchcraft.
The king angrily ordered that all four clerics be put to death. The
guards seized them by the collars and dragged them to the public
square to be hanged. Haji Reza, who was standing near the gate,
said, "There is no need to erect a gallows. Use the trees." They
hanged them from the trees and sliced open their abdomens with
daggers. Every day, five to ten Jews were arrested and executed in
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this same manner. This crime was repeated for six months in the
public square of the Safavid capital. Such brutal murder by the king
in the heart of Iran so emboldened the governors of the provinces
and village mullahs that they each in turn began killing Jews, and in
order not to fall behind the pack, they further expanded the scope
of their repressive acts.

Intensifrcation of Anti-Semitism during the
Reign of Shah 'Abbas II
After the clashes during the reign of Shah 'Abbas the Creat, the
dimensions of anti-Semitism expanded greatly because of the false
messiah Shabbetai Zevi and the end of the 7o-year grace period
which the Shi'i clerics had given the Iranian Jews. During this period,
the ten-year-old Shah 'Abbas II was seated upon the throne, and
the country was run by fanatical mullahs and pseudo-mullahs. Baba'i
Lutf begins his narrative of this period thus:
During the reign of the second king, calamity
Was renewed for all the Israelites
Throughout the kingdom
From Bokhara to BandalaT

The painful and terrifying events that began during the reign of
Shah 'Abbas "the Great" and which had had their ups and downs
now found renewed intensity. Once again Jews were coerced into
changing their religion, and Torah and tefillin were proscribed.
When he became king

He was young, but he had a treasury
Now hear from me the story of that king
Of what he did to the Jews every now and then

'atvleaning that the calamity spread from Bokhara to Bandar Abbas, or
from the northernmost to the southernmost point in Iran.
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In that hour, when they mounted him on horseback
They brought him into his city in a cargo saddldat
One day Shah 'Abbas II was riding through the city on horseback
accompanied by Davud, the governor of Kashan. Every year, Davud
took vast quantities of silk and grapes from the Jews, and his repression of them knew no bounds. The Jews of Kashan were exasperated
with him and were awaiting the day when they could petition the
king. On that day, they asked Khodadad Eli-one of the prominent
Jews of the city-to make the king aware of Davud's persecutions.
This audience was never held, but news of the plan to complain to
the king reached the governor, and he became an even more hostile
enemy of the Jews.

The Loss of the King's Dagger and the Riot Against the Jews
Twelve years passed. During this time the king traveled widely and
immersed himself in the pursuit of pleasure. One day, he fell into a
drunken sleep in a garden near Isfahan. Shah Tahmasp I had possessed
a diamond which he believed brought good luck. In order that he
might always have it with him, he had it mounted on a jeweled
dagger. Shah 'Abbas II inherited this dagger, and he also strongly
believed that the diamond brought good luck. The next day, after
the king awoke from his long sleep, he took a stroll in the garden
and plucked some flowers. But he neglected to pick up the dagger
which he had left at his side as he slept. An hour later, he went
hunting with his companions. The gardener found his dagger and
hid it under some foliage. By chance, someone espied the gardener
as he secreted the dagger. As soon as the gardener had left the area,
he came and carried it off. The thief removed the precious stones
from their settings and took the plain dagger to the Jewish ghetto.
Two unwitting Jews purchased the dagger, not knowing that it belonged to the king and that the seller had stolen it. The dagger
'a5hah Abbas II began his reign in Kashan.
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it was finally acquired by Shah
'Abbas' officials. They found the two Jews who had purchased the
dagger and brought them before the king. The king demanded the
return of the dagger's gemstones, especially the auspicious diamond.
passed through several hands before

That man replied " O my king
Cod knows that I do notpossess this knowledge
I swear by the ground beneath the feet of Shah 'Abbas
That I have seen neither jewel, nor ruby, nor diamond."

They also found the gardener and the original thief, but in the end,
all blame was laid upon the two innocent Jewish buyers. In his rage,
the king sentenced them to death. One of the viziers said, "Their
blood is ill-omened. Oblige them to become Muslims instead."
Another vizier replied, "Shah 'Abbas the First made Muslims of
the Jews, but to what avail?"
The anti-Semitic grand vizier, Muhammad Beg I'timad al-Dawlah,
replied, "Entrust them to me, that I may teach the Jews a lesson."

I will plant the sole of my shoe in their backs
I will make Muslims of them through artifice
Exile of the Jews of Isfahan
The king accepted Muhammad Beg's counsel and handed the two
Jews over to him. Muhammad Beg summoned the Jews and told
them, "You are a filthy, unclean people, and it is not meet that you
should live amongst Muslims. If despite your poverty and privation
you do not wish to become Muslims as the king commands, then
you must vacate the city this very duy."
The Jews sullenly replied, "Our fathers built the city of Isfahan.
Its original name was "Dar al-Yahud" [Abode of the Jews]. Indeed,
we pay our taxes and pray for the king's well-being. All of the kings
have permitted us to live in this city.
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replied "I know them notI will once and for all drive you from Isfahan"
Assefoe

"Either you leave or the military will assist you in leaving." The
Jews requested a short respite. Muhammad Beg refused. They asked,
"When we depart the city, where then shall we live?" The grand
vizier designated a site called Kolah-e Qazi fJudge's Cup], which
was situated 10 parasangs [Oo km] from Isfahan, and which lacked
both water and vegetation.
He said "There will you build a city
You shall name it Mehnatabad"'so
They all went there together

They saw none butiackals, wolves, and hyenas

All

the men and women were

filled with fear

With pained hearts they returned

They once again approached Muhammad Beg and informed him
that life there was impossible. They asked him to provide a location
that at the very least had a water supply. Muhammad Beg told
them, "Go then to the Takht-e Fulad cemetery that the dead might
not be lonely."
The Jews softened the grand vizier's tone with gifts. "Very well,"
he said, "Come again tomorrow and I will give you a place next to
the Zor oastrian quarter. "
But he sent a dispatch to the Zoroastrians, telling them to raise a
commotion upon the proclamation of his ruling and to thus block
the Jews' entry. They did just that, attacking the Jews and driving
them out. Once again the Jews approached Muhammad Beg-that
treacherous cutthroat-and requested a place to live. He angrily
rebuked them: "Go to hell! You no longer have the right to seek an
audience with me. "

Muhammad Beg I'timad al-Dawlah, the grand vizier.
"oTN: Abode of Tribulations.
'4eTN:
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That day was a Friday. The evening skies were getting dark, and
the Sabbath eve was drawing nigh. The Jews sat and wept next to
their Torahs, and public heralds marched through the streets:
Suddenly, a cry rose up in the city and in the bazaar
That the Jews were to be raided that evening

AII are to be expelled, both male and female
For any who are on the morrow seen shall be beheaded
When the people heard this announcement that evening

All

these hapless ones sprang up

They said "Woe be upon us. What shall we do?

If tomorrow

comes, we shall lose our heads"

Heartbroken and distraught, the people dispersed. Some of them
headed for the shrine of Sara bat Asher, 24 km from Isfahan. The
remainder headed off in different directions. No one had any further
hope of living. Children, old women, the sick, the pregnant, the
hungry, and the indigent all wept bitter tears. They set up tents for
the women outside the city and camped for the night. Those who
went to the shrine of Sara bat Asher wept and prayed until daybreak.
On Saturday, Muhammad Beg sent his guards to find the Jewish
leaders and bring them to him. They found several outside the city,
bound their hands behind their backs, and brought them to the
grand vizier. The names of three of the Jewish leaders were Sa'id,
Obadiah, and Samson.
Muhammad Beg-that oppressor of Mongol descent-told them,
"All the Jews throughout the country must either become Muslims
or leave Iran. " The guards returned these three bound as they were
to the Jews encamped outside the city. When they heard the inauspicious news, the Jews wept and lamented. The guards killed several
of them on the spot, and the people. . .
When they saw that assembly thus

-Thou

wouldst think the day of resurcection were at

hand-
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They all trembled like the willow

With pallid countenance and all with fearful hearts

O God! By virtue of the pureBy virtue of the sufferings of the afrlictedHeed our call in this Land of Galuth
For no one remembers these tribulations
In this Land of Galuth, hearts are broken
Heart, soul, and religion are in mourning

The disenchanted, wandering Jews had lost all hope. They heard
Death's call. Muhammad Beg once again summoned the elderly
leader Sa'id and addressed him, "lf the Jews do not leave Iran and
fail to become Muslims, they shall be killed en masse.
Sa'id, like many of his coreligionists of that day and age, had no
alternative but to convert.
He made his declaration of faith and at once became a Muslim

All the others also converted
At first, the leaders went one by one
They all declared their faith before Assef
Then the people went one by one

All declared their faith for fear of the king

Muhammad B.g, finding himself victorious, bestowed a robe of
honor upon each of the new converts. It was decided that each of
the male converts should be paid tVz tomarn, each child 5 qerans,
and each poor person z tomarn from the endowment of the Fourteen
Immaculates.
For the sake of gold all gave up their religion
In their afrliction, they sought out every valley
One, because he had a house
Could not set aside his nest
Another, for the sake of his wife and children
His heart was torn on their account
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his heart bear for all eternity
That he should leave the city without them

How could

This outrage which took place in Isfahan greatly pleased Muhammad
B.g. He told the king, "lt is best that this technique also be employed
in the outlying areas. That is, let us send the guards to the Jewishinhabited towns and demand that they either become Muslims or
leave the country."'s'
The king agreed. The grand vizier sent emissaries with proclamations to eighteen Iranian towns. Jews throughout Iran fasted, went
to synagogue, prayed and lamented, and listened to the sounding
of the shofar.

Forced Conversion of the Jews of
Kashan and Natanz to Islam
Although the Jews of Kashan had been made aware of the events in
Isfahan by travelers and merchants, they did not anticipate such
things could happen there. But suddenly news arrived that Sepahsalar, a powerful functionary of Shah 'Abbas II's court, was approaching the city for that very purpose. Natanz had 3,ooo Jews,
who were affiliated with the Jews of Kashan. The threat applied to
both towns: they were obliged either to quit Iran, leaving all their
property behind, or to convert to Islam; otherwise, they would be
put to death.
An uproar ensued among the Jewish community, each person
expressing his opinion. The great calamity drew nearer and nearer.
They requested a reprieve from Sepahsalar, but he rejected their
request, replying that the king had commanded him:
"[-Jpon arriving in Kashan

Act quickly to make Muslims out of

the Jews"

'5'This is precisely the same methodology employed during the Spanish

Inquisition, and it is highly probable that European priests and envoys
schooled Iranian statesmen in it.
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Hence, I perforce this very moment
Shall make Muslims out of you

Sepahsalar first called upon Mullah El'azar, the religious leader, to

accept the Islamic faith. But he replied that he saw no reason to
abandon the faith of Moses-who had spoken with God-and to
accept a different religion. Upon hearing this, Sepahsalar became
enraged:
He said "Slice open his belly!

Let

his head be smitten like a polo ball on

thef eld!"

The guards grabbed him, ripped off his clothes, and severely bastinadoed him. Then they asked him again, "Now will you become a
Muslim or not?" "No," replied Mullah EI'azar.
Sepahsalar ordered the guards to slice his belly open with a sword.
Several of El'azar's followers begged him not to be stubborn and to
concede. El'azar then conceded and recited the Islamic proclamation
of faith. Sepahsalar then compelle d EI'azar to eat meat and yoghurt
together.'5'
Next, the gaunt and stoop-shouldered Mullah Shelemu was forced
to become a Muslim. After him, the same fate befell one or two
other Jewish leaders, and they were all given meat and yoghurt to
eat. Then it was the others' turn. Among them was a man named
Mir 'Abdal who said, "Though you cut me to pieces, I will not
abandon my faith. I will not repent of myJudaism."
They brought him down like a sheep
They bound his hands and feet together

Menacingly, they put a blade Like unto a diamond
To his throat, acting on a whim

'5'According to Jewish dietary laws, it is forbidden to eat meat and
yoghurt together. During the Safavid period, forcing the newly-converted
Jews to eat both together was a method of testing the validity of their
claim to have accepted the Islamic faith.
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But they did not cut his throat. Rather, they repeatedly bastinadoed
him. Sepahsalar said, "How can I, who seek to make Muslims out
of all the Jews of Kashan, allow one to remain a Jew?"
At sword's point, Mir 'Abdal said, "Is not the king's decree that
we should become Muslims or leave the country? I will take my
wife and children and proceed to Samarqand."
Sepahsalar replied, "I will not allow you to leave the city."
Finally, one of the nobles interceded and took Mir 'Abdal home
in order that he might bring him to convert through gentle persuasion. But this counsel also failed, and Mir 'Abdal was severely bastinadoed and bludgeoned in that house. They wanted to throw him
from the roof of the house. The next day, after the intercession of
his wife and children and the payment of a handsome bribe to
officials, Mir 'Abdal was set free. He was bedridden for three months,
and then he set out for Jerusalem. But he was able to go no further
than Sanandaj. There he died, pained and weary. With his dying
breath he said:
At this moment, I have no fear for my life
For I shall be buried by Hebrew hands

During Sepahsalar's several days in Kashan, the officials rounded
up the Jews from their hiding places and brought them before him
to be converted.
Persecution of the Jews of Hamadan
Concerning events in Hamadan during the reign of Shah 'Abbas II,
Baba'i Lutf says.
I',low listen to the story of Hamadan

how the royal court acted
When they heard the story of Hamadan,
All host hope of their lives
See
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All the Jews fasted, gave alms, and wept at the shrine of Esther. The
khan of Hamadan announced Muhammad Beg's infamous decree
to them. They replied, "We will not abandon the religion of Moses,
and if you permit us, we will go to Jerusalem."
The khan, who was not expecting such a response, threateningly
replied, "You will either become Muslims or I will put all of you to
death. "

After much debate and in consideration of the experience of other
cities, the Jews acceded. Some became Muslims, and each was given
one toman, while others secretly fled the city and emigrated to
Istanbul and Baghdad. The synagogues were closed, and the new
converts were forced to go to mosque. The khan of Hamadan went
to Isfahan, spoke proudly of his success, and asked for reimbursement
of the money he had given the converts. The king sent him to see
the grand vizier.
When he heard these words, Assef became irate
He sarcastically spake thus

"If thou

be a nobleman, go and take the gold
From each person to whom thou hast given it"

The khan returned to Hamadan and said to the Jewish Muslim
converts, "You must give me my money back, because the government is not prepared to reimburse me. They have commanded me
to take back not one tomanbut two from each of you."
The Jews replied, "Very well. Since that's the way it's going to be,
then we will be permitted to return to the religion of Moses. "
The khan replied, "After paying the money, you are free."
The community leaders gathered two tomans per head and gave
the money to the khan. The synagogues were opened, and all were
overjoyed. When this news reached Muhammad Beg I'timad alDawlah, he wrote, "Why have you permitted the Jews of Hamadan
to return to their former faith? Do you seek your own ruin? Kindle
a fire and compel the Jews to accept Islam. "
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This was the khan's reaction.
He said "I will execute a ruse

That will spread my fame for many parasangs
When the king learns of my deed
He will say'Well done, O mighty khan!"'

He again summoned the Jews and angrily reproached them, saying
that he would never put his life and position on the line for their
sake. He ordered his servants to detain them. They chained the
Jews and cast them in prison. Then, with sticks and cudgels in
hand, they went out looking for their wives and children. The Jews
had no choice but to declare their readiness to return to the fold of
Islam.
The khan said, "Each of you, man or woman, must pay three
tomarn in order for me to accept your conversion; otherwise, I will
put you all to death!"
In the end, theJews paid more money andwere forced to convert.

Khalil Khan Lor in Khansar and Golpayegan
Khalil Khan Lor, the governor of Khansar, Colpayegan, and Khorramabad, proclaimed the same ill-omened decree to the Jews of
that province. Debates like those in the other cities ensued. Finally,
Khalil Khan summoned the Jews one Saturday and compelled them
to recite the Islamic declaration of faith. But when he wanted to
bestow a toman and robe of honor upon each of them, the Jews
asked that they be given the money the following day, on account
of it being Saturday.
"Today is Saturday, O Master!
Do not force this sin upon us"
The khan laughed and said "O y, Jews
Why then are ye becoming Muslims?"
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Among the Jews who lived in that province was a man named
Abraham, who set out for Isfahan and wrote a petition to the king.
In it he wrote, "Are we infidels, that you torment us so? We are
bound by the Torah to always pray for the king of the land. Idolworshippers are free in Iran, yet the followers of Moses are forced
to change their religion. "
Although this letter exposed Abraham to danger, it pleased the
king, and he issued a proclamation emancipating the Jews of Golpayegan, Khansar, and Khorramabad.

Plight of the Jews of Lar and Shiraz
In this terrifying crisis, the Jews of Lar and Shiraz also resorted to
weeping, wailing, fasting, almsgiving, going to synagogue, listening
to the shofar, and reciting selihof, but the ill-omened shadow of
"exile, conversion, or death" did not Spare them. They received a
temporary reprieve during which they camped in tents in the badlands outside the city. The Jews of Lar, Shiraz, and Bandar were
thinking of emigrating to Jerusalem. But those who had given the
Jews a short reprieve in exchange for bribes incited the king's deputies
to raid the tents in the middle of the night and carry off the women
and children.
The demonic servants went

At night with blades and daggers
They dragged offall the women by their hair
They kidnapped the children, carrying them off in every direction

Every man who stepped forward to defend his wife and children
was disemboweled with a sword or had his brains dashed out with
a club. The next day, they brought their grievance before the governor.
But the governor ordered that the plaintiffs be bastinadoed so severely
that they perished under the blows. Some Jews in this great gathering

resorted to suicide. They either cut open their bellies with knives,
threw themselves from rooftops, orjumped into deep wells.
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What shall I say of the fate of Shiraz?
A hundred books could not hold its story

Several Jewish merchants of Lar who had business with Shah
'Abbas II's mother in Isfahan, upon hearing of the events in Shiraz,
addressed a petition to her seeking her intercession. The king's
mother promised to help, but at that same time another incident
occurred which complicated the situation.

The Advent of Obadiah
Obadiah was a Jew of Isfahan who for a time oversaw his coreligionists' administrative affairs. But he gradually overstepped his bounds.
It reached the point that he threw people in jail and served as an
informant for the temporal rulers of the day. In reward for his
services, he was promoted to the station of court centurion, and
with I'timad al-Dawlah's help, he committed many repugnant acts
and thwarted Jewish aspirations. The renowned miller Pinhas decided
to put an end to Obadiah's misdeeds with the help of his friends.
One evening, which happened to fall during the month of Ramadan,
Pinhas held a reception in his home with wine and drink and also
prevailed upon Obadiah to attend. When all were drunk, Pinhas
made a gesture to his friends. They pounced upon Obadiah, killed
him, and stuftd his body in a gunnysack. The next day they brought
it to the furnace-stoker of the public bath and said, "ln this sack is
the body of a sheep which turned out to be haram. Take this money
and burn the sack in the bath furnace."
The furnace-stoker agreed, but upon seeing that the gunnysack
was new, he decided to burn only its contents. He opened it and
found the body of Obadiah inside. Obadiah had been missing for
several days before his body was identified. I'timad al-Dawlah ordered that Pinhas and his associates be detained and brought before
him, but he had fled to Baghdad the day after killing Obadiah. The
blame was automatically transferred to the rest of the Jewish community. Government officials did not discriminate between guilty
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and innocent. Persecution and extortion became rampant. The king
was infuriated. He ordained that the entire Jewish community of
Iran should be put to death in a single day. The decree was committed
to writing, but Shah 'Abbas did not set his seal to it. He decided to
wait for his astrologers to presage an auspicious hour for the execution
of the decree. By chance, he consulted with Mullah Muhsin
Shahriyari, a pure-minded cleric.
"I would slay the Jews outright
I would slay them all posthaste
Grant the permission of my pure religion
To cut off the hand of these Jews!"
"What sayest thou of the Law, O Sage?
Shall

I slay them, or shall I delay?"

When that scholar heard these words
He was deeply troubled by the tyrant's cruelty
He said by way of reply "O King!
Hear from me the commandments of God!"
"Listen to me! Mind thou! Mind thou!
Torment not the ant beneath thy feet!"

Thanks to the counsel of that enlightened cleric, the storm subsided,
and the Jews escaped serious danger. This notwithstanding, three
individuals named Asher, Isaac, and Mattetia were arrested on charges of murdering Obadiah and dragged to the public square for
execution. They were told that the time of their death was nigh,
and that they must recite the Islamic declaration of faith. But following Jewish tradition, the condemned men recited the Shema.
Their stubborn adherence to their faith in the face of death aroused
the ire of the crowd of onlookers. The three were set upon with
knives, poignards, and scimitars and dispatched in a gruesome fashion. Despite Mullah Muhsin's admonition and the subsiding of the
king's wrath, fanatic Muslims continued to persecute the Jews and
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used the pretext of Obadiah's murder to cut off the ears and noses

of several Jews who passed through the bazaar.

Continuation of the Story of the Jews of Isfahan
In Isfahan, the commotion engendered by the murder of Obadiah
silenced news of the struggle of the Jews of Shiraz and Lar. Then
one day Shah'Abbas II went hunting outside the city, setting forth
on the road to Khansar. Some Jews who sought his intercession
went after him with great trepidation. Among them were several
Jewish women who were supposed to make contact with the king's
mother in Isfahan and deliver another petition. The king passed
Khansar and arrived at a village inhabited by Armenians. The king,
who was pleased with the village, ordered that the menfolk should
leave the village and that the womenfolk should remain behind to
illuminate the place.
During the night, several Jewish women, one of whom carried the
petition, joined the ranks of the Armenian women. The king requested that wine be brought and began conversing with the women.
Going from one to another, he noticed the Jewish women and
asked what they were doing there.
One of the beauties stood up straight
And said "O King! Thou art like unto Dara!
Take this petition from me, O King!
Come to my aid, for the sake of God

The king received the petition and read it. He replied, "These oppressions are undoubtedly the work of Muhammad Beg I'timad
al-Dawlah." He promised to help, but the grand vizier became infuriated upon learning of the petition and escalated his oppressions.
He summoned the petitioners and castigated them.
He intimidatingly ordered his servants
To bind them with ropes
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The men were readied for execution, while the women wept and
pleaded. They were told that if they wanted to escape death, they
must all recite the declaration of faith and become Muslims. The
women consented, whereupon the men were brought back from
the gallows. Perforce, they converted to Islam along with the women.
The Jews of Farahabad during the Reign of Shah 'Abbas

II

Baba'i Lutf continues the tragic story of the Jews in Safavid times
thus:
Thou hast heard the story of Lalehzar
Of that which transpired in the time of Larls3
Hear now the story
Of the fate that befell that community

Master Lalehzar and his generation passed away. At the end of his
rule, Shah Safi, too, departed this world. After him, his son, Shah
'Abbas, was placed upon the throne. This king became so concerned
with the absolute domination of Shi'ism that he neglected his other
duties. During his reign, Muhammad Beg I'timad al-Dawlah became
vizier and undertook to make Muslims of the Iranian Jews by any
means necessary. The Jews were subjected to endless persecutions
throughout all the cities and towns of Iran, including Farahabad.
The Jews of Farahabad had converted to Islam during the reign of
Shah 'Abbas I, but Shah Safi emancipated them, and most of them
returned to their ancestral faith. But during the reign of Shah
'Abbas II, state officials arrived in Farahabad and imposed the same
terms: either they leave Iran, convert to Islam, or face death.
That town's Assefa said once more
"AIl must become Muslims"

"A

reference to Abu al-Hasan Lari, the Muslim convert of the time of

Shah Abbas I.
t54TN:

here, "governor.

"
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In reply to the town's Assef they said
"Though you cut us into a hundred pieces
We will not abandon the religion of Moses
Kill us, for we consider ourselves as good as dead!"

I'timad al-Dawlah's officials said to them, "We will burn you alive."
Then they built a bonfire in the public square and brought the Jews
to that spot.'55 Once again, they admonished the Jews to renounce
their religion and accept Shi'i Islam, otherwise, they would burn to
ashes in the flames.
Once again the people said

"Our hearts have sustained a hundred injuries
This fire is to the downtrodden
As a salve to the wounds of the noble"

Upon encountering such intransigence, the executioners seized several of the Jews and cast them, bound hand and foot, into the fire.
They surrendered their bodies to the flames like salamanders
They were completely charred from head to toe

An uproar ensued. Several Jews were clubbed with heavy maces
and had their brains dashed out, while several others had their
necks stretched on the gallows. That day's gruesome massacre
achieved nothing, and the following day the vizier's offi.cials came
up with new degradations in an efflort to compel the Jews to convert
to Islam. They hung large bells around the Jews' necks. They placed
wreaths of fodder, thorns, and filth upon their heads and large iron
rings on their fingers. This excruciating harassment caused some to
abandon their faith. but others stood firm.

"This is another

scene borrowed from the European Inquisition, pop-

ularized in Safavid Iran by European, especially Spanish, priests.
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Plight of the Jews of Qom
In Qom, too, there was a pseudo-cleric who was a sworn enemy of
the Jews. The government entrusted the conversion of the city's
Jews to him. He summoned the leaders of the city's Jewish community-Mehdi, Benjamin, Elyahu, and Agha Baba-and ordered
them to soak the Torah and Psalms in water.'su The entire Jewish
community was required to convert to Islam and eat meat with
yoghurt.
When those poor souls heard these words
Tears fell from their eyes like rain

Under pressure, the Jews agreed to convert to Islam on the condition
that they not be required to soak the Torah and Psalms. After a
time, the cleric told them, "So long as you possess the Torah, you
will not abandon the religion of Moses. You have no choice but to
soak your Torahs." Seeing that they remained obstinate, he ordered
his servants to gather the Torahs, and in the presence of the Jewsturned-Muslims. he himself soaked them in water.'5l
C

ontinuation of the Story of the Jews of

Golpayegan and Khansar
After making reference to the "emancipation" of the Jews of Golpayegan and Khansar, Baba'i Lutf goes on to relate that the governor,
Khalil Khan Lor, refrained from tormenting the Jews. Then one
day a man from Khansar who possessed an exquisite ruby of great
value went to Isfahan to sell it. News of it reached I'timad al-Dawlah,
"oln those days, as in earlier centuries, all books in Iran, including
religious books, were handwritten; the printing press had not yet been
adopted.
'5tThis forced conversion is the reason that Tavernier reports the Jewish
population of Qom toward the end of the reign of Shah Abbas II as only

ten households.

336

COMPREHENSIVE HISTORY OF THE JEWS OF IRAN

and it was suggested that he purchase it to present to the king as a
gift. I'timad al-Dawlah sent someone on a Saturday to purchase the
ruby, but the man from Khansar said that he did not conduct
business on Saturdays. The next day, after confiscating the ruby,
I'timad al-Dawlah, who up to that time had believed that all the
Jews of Golpayegan, Khansar, and Khorramabad had become Muslims, sent a harsh letter to Khalil Khan Lor:
O contrary, immoral Khan!
O lying, cursed, wicked one!

"By what right have you allowed the Jews to remain free? Either
make Muslims of them all or exile them; otherwise you will have
only yourself to blame for the fate which will befall you."
The governor was overtaken with fear. His officials tracked down
the Jews with swords drawn. They slashed their garments, and under
the bastinado sought to compel them to convert to Islam. The Jews
resisted. Khalil Khan Lor-unwilling to risk his head for their
sake-exiled them to Sefid Kuh, at a distance of several parasangs
from the city. The place lacked water and greenery. Acacia thorns
sprang from the ground, and the sun's scorching rays bore down
from the sky.
A pack of hyenas ruled by night

Bloodthirsty wolves by day

No one was allowed to bring them food and water, which they
remained without for ten days. Finally, they could bear no more.
Those half-animated souls who survived agreed to eat meat and
yoghurt and recite the Islamic declaration of faith. But they remained
true to their faith and did not work on Saturdays. This news reached
Khalil Khan. In order to test them, one Saturday he sent two of his
ofificials to them, one of whom was to buy silk and the other soap.
The officials went to the caravanserai of the apparently-Muslim
Jews and found them reading books. One of the officials asked a
silk vendor for yellow silk and was told, "I have only undyed silk;
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have it dyed by tomorrow. Come again tomorrow. I will have
any color you desire."
The second official went to another Jew and asked for soap. He
was told, "Do you not know that the month of Ramadan approaches
and that all are concerned with cleanliness and purity? All my soap
is already sold out. "
The officials returned to the governor and reported that they
were unable to purchase anything. They further reported that they
saw the Jews eating gipa."t Upon hearing this, Khalil Khan became
enraged and increased his heavy-handedness to the point where no
Jew could return to his religion.

I'll

Unpleasant Situation of the Jews of Yazd and Kerman
Yazd and Kerman were among those cities whose governors I'timad
al-Dawlah had directed to convert the Jews to Islam. They used the
regular method: conversion to Islam, exile, or death.
Fasts, bribes, alms, and vows were made. Of these, the bribes-given
to the pseudo-mullahs and governors-were most efficacious. Moreover, because the Jews of Yazd were engaged in textile- and silk-

weaving and owned many workshops and arbors, expelling them
from the city would have resulted in unemployment and economic
decline in the Muslim community. Therefore, the orders from the
central government were left unenforced.
Shah 'Abbas II's Travels to Kashan and
His Love for a Jewish Youth

During the Islamic month of Muharram in the year L659,'5e the Jews
of Kashan who had converted to Islam also wore black. One Sunday,
a herald announced in the city that the king had arrived in Fin'uo
kind of tripe stuffed with rice and herbs.
'5eTN: 8 September-9 October :659.
'6oTN: A renowned royal garden in Kashan.
'5oA
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and would "grace the city with his royal presence" the following
day. The governor commanded that the Jewish converts must be
the first in the ranks of those sent to greet the king. The people
lined up along the route from the city to Fin. The king was accompanied by a retinue with white horses, golden saddles, and
ornate garb, with two decorated elephants trailing behind his coach.
Shah 'Abbas' eagle eyes spotted in the crowd the face of a Jewish
youth with a mole on his chin. The exceedingly handsome youth
stole the heart of the "fanatically religious" king. Immediately upon
reaching his residence, he ordered his courtiers to find and bring
that youth to him. They brought all of the handsome young boys
before the king, and he chose two of them, but the youth who had
caught his eye was not found, and he still wanted the one who had
stolen his heart.
Among all those houris of Paradise
Two met with his approval
But he still sought that one
Who had disappeared in the crowd

The youth was nowhere to be found, as his family had hidden him.
Baba'i Lutf says of the government of Kashan during this period:

In that time when

we became anusim'6'

We lost our name and our dignity
There was a vizier in our abode
Who feared not God-a disgraceful man
That commander's name was Shafi'
That cause for shame hailed from Yazd

He persecuted not only the Jews, but also those Jews who had
converted to Islam, and was always making trouble for them. He
appointed a host of informants against them and made their lives
'oJews who were forced to renounce their faith but who secretly believed
in Judaism.
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miserable. During this period, the killing of Jews was a common
occurrence in Kashan. In a single day, r5o Jews were put to death
and their property confiscated. In the midst of this imbroglio, the
king, the "protector of the masses," continued searching for that
Jewish youth. A herald announced in the city that the king was
pleased with the youth with the mole on his chin and that he must
present himself immediately, or else he would be punished.
The handsome Jewish youth whom the king had observed was
named Elisha', but was commonly called Yahya. The attempt to
keep Yahya concealed ultimately failed. Those who knew him informed the Beg's court. They found the boy. His mother and father
beat their heads and chests and rent their garments, but there was
no escape. They took the Jewish boy from his home by force.
They brought that boy before the king
He was beautiful Like the Moon in the king's
He said "This is my lost Moon

eyes

In what constellation did he dwell?"
Shah 'Abbas commanded that Yahya be bathed in rose water, that
his hair be styled, and that he be brought back before him. After
several days, the king left Kashan with his beloved.

The Miserable Plight of the Jews of Kashan
Despite the persecutions and killings, the Jews of Kashan struggled
to cling to their religion by every means possible, from seeking the
intercession of the high and mighty to bestowing gifts of silk carpets
and other precious objects. But when the people became aware of
the measures taken by the Jews to avoid conversion, they became
angry with them.
A God-fearing mujtahid6'of Kashan by the name of Mullah Muhsin
Fayz sought to help the Jews. He asked them to give him their
'uaN: a Shiite jurisprudist competent to render an independant legal
opinion.
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names, and he would go before the king to ask for their emancipation.

He solemnly swore by the name of 'Abbas that he had no ulterior
motive. The Jews nervously gave him their names. Mullah Muhsin,
whose intentions were pure, said that he would explain to the courtiers that they could not persecute the Jews in the name of religion.
The Kashani mujtahid was true to his word. He went before the
king and tried to convince him that the state must stop persecuting
and killing Jews. But the malicious I'timad al-Dawlah intervened
and foiled the pure-minded mujtahids efforts.
The grand vizier's political protege, Mirza Mas'ud, feared that the
level of anti-Semitic persecution might taper off, and his hatred of
the Jews grew even more brutal. As fate would have it, the king
appointed Mirza Mas'ud to oversee Jewish affairs in Kashan. Following Muhammad Beg's instructions, he pursued a policy of duplicity and intrigue. In Kashan, he told the Jews that those who
wished to remain Muslims should don white turbans, while those
who wished to return to their former faith should pay the jizyapoll
tax and affix a patch to their garments. The Jews asked him to
swear that he was telling the truth, and Mirza Mas'ud pledged that
he was indeed telling the truth and that any convert to Islam who
wished to return to Judaism was free to do so.
Thereupon, a great many anusimjoyously headed toward their
synagogues. Coincidentally, it was Shabbat Anokhi.'u3 The people
shed tears ofjoy, recited from the Torah, made pledges to God, and
prayed.

The following day, a bloody riot erupted in Kashan. Upon the
instigation of anti-Semites, some Jews who wore patches on their
garments were stabbed and beaten to death. Not one of the killers
was arrested. Some Jews were tortured to the point that they became
Muslims again. Finally, acting upon Mirza Mas'ud's orders, the
mob attacked all the synagogues, demolished them with shovels
and pick axes, soaked the holy Torahs in water, and tore them to
'oThe Sabbath on which the unity of God was proclaimed to Moses.
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pieces. Baba'i Lutf asks, "Have you read of the historical events
,rrro,r.,ding the demolition of Beth ha Migdash in Jerusalem? The
destruction of the synagogues that day was similar. The city, which
"
was like a little Jerusalem, became a place of Jewish mourning'

The End of Muhammad Beg's Anti-Semitic Deeds
On this subject, Baba'i Lutf describes Muhammad Beg I'timad alDawlah's treachery against Shah 'Abbas and his lies and trickery.
He relates how this mighty prime minister, who authorized the
most terrible persecutions of Iranian Jews, met with an ill-omened
fate and, after being removed from office, was exiled to Qom. He
cites the year of this tyrant's dismissal as 54zo by the Hebrew calendar,

which corresponds to L659 c.8., precisely the year in which Tavernier
reports that he was ousted. Baba'i says:
Come listen, and be

still

Take in this sweet storY
See how oppressive tYrants

Fall from power in the end
Whosoever does ill in this world
Has as an

ill reward in

store

The headstrong I'timad al-Dawlah, who for a time possessed horses,
mules, and wealth equal to the king's, who entertained dozens of
guests at his table and whose turban had twenty folds so that none
would doubt his knowledge and piety-a man whose horsemen
had golden saddles and who wielded such power that he could put
to death whomsoever he wished without the king's knowledge-was
ultimately driven from the court like some detestable creature-homeless, with only the clothes on his back. Indeed:
Those poor workers marveled

That his crown and throne were brought low
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Muhammad Beg was beaten like a bound dog by the king, his teeth
knocked out and his face bloodied. He was enchained and his property
confiscated. He was imprisoned and exiled. The story of Haman in
Persia was once again repeated. After his fall from grace, the Jews of
Kashan breathed freely again, and after paying the poll tax, or jizya,
they were able to rebuild their ruined synagogues and once more
stand in them before the Torah on Shabbat Anokhi.

It

was Shabbat

Anokhi-Once again

We practiced our faith

In his conclusion to the Ketab-e anusi, Baba'i Lutf

asks God to
for the
hopes
his
grant the Jewish people freedom and expresses
construction of the Third Temple. Although this keen-sighted halfpoet chronicler speaks of cities such as Isfahan, Shiraz, Lar, Yazd,
Kerman, Golpayegan, Khansar, Hamadan, Qom, Kashan, and Farahabad in depicting the status of Jews during the Safavid period and
the influence of the European Inquisition in lran, it seems that he
contented himself with mentioning only a few examples to illustrate
the depth and breadth of the atrocities. As we know from the brief
history of Arakel Armani Tabrizi, the scope of anti-Semitism encompassed all of Iran, even small villages, especially during the
reign of Shah 'Abbas II and his stone-hearted grand vizier, Muhammad Beg I'timad al-Dawlah. Arakel himself, in addition to mentioning the cities discussed by Baba'i Lutf, depicts the bitter and terrifying
plight of the Jews of Shushtar, Mashhad, Damavand, and Astarabad.
In ry54, the author of this book himself travelled to the villages of
Khizan, Parishan, and Bani Isfahan'6a near Isfahan to investigate the
plight of Jews during that period. Because the dialect of these three
'61\ccording to popular Jewish belief, the names of these three villages
are derived as follows: the Jews of Khizan woke up early in the morning
to pray [rN: "early riser" in Persian is sahar-khiz]; the Jews of Parishan
embraced scholarship and were pirushim (Hebrew for "Pharisees"): and
the Jews of Bani Isfahan were descendants of the Children of Israel.
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it can be asserted with some confidence that all
three villages were inhabited by Jews during Safavid times. The
author himself observed how on Friday evenings the villagers lit oil
lamps, as was common in times past, and put them under baskets.
Apparently, because the custom of lighting lamps or candles on
Friday evenings was-like many other Jewish rituals-prohibited,
the Jewish women who converted to Islam in the aforementioned
villages hid the lamps under baskets so as not to run afoul of government officials, yet at the same time ensured that they would not
be deprived of divine blessings. When asked the reason for placing
lamps under baskets on Friday evenings, a villager replied, "It is an
act which brings blessings, and has been customary since the time
of our forefathers." In Bani Isfahan, the law of abstention from
sexual relations during a woman's menstrual period is observed as
it is among the Jews, and in addition to the Ramadan fast, they
villages is a patois,'u5

observe a separate day of fasting each year.
Other sources make reference to the terrible persecutions directed
against the Jews in the villages of Ordestan, Murcheh, Khort, Abarqu,
Julfa, Galanabad, and Ishaqabad, where the mikveh bath was situated.

In any event, indisputable documentary evidence concerning the
status of rural Jews during the Safavid period is not available, and
thus far no serious research has been conducted in this area.
Baba'i Farhad, the grandson of Baba'i Lutf who lived during the
reigns of the Safavid Shah Sultan Husayn and Nadir Shah, like his
grandfather committed the events of his day to writing, but not in
as great detail. Regarding a depressing event which occurred during
the reign of Shah Sultan Husayn the king who wore mullah's robes,
Baba'i Farhad writes that three Jews-Elihar, Kuchek, and Qalandar-were strumming the kamancheh and beating drums in the
Mir Daryab Gardens of Kashan, and several people had gathered
around listening. Suddenly, u number of religious fanatics came to
arrest them. Qalandar fled, but the other two were apprehended.
'otAn admixture of Hebrew and the local dialect.
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They were brought before the local court and sentenced to death.
Although they were willing to convert to Islam, the executioners
would not be dissuaded. Each was handed over to a group of thugs.
They stabbed Elihar and Kuchek so viciously that their bodies were
hacked into several pieces. They paraded the pieces of their corpses
through the streets and burned them near the Fin gate. This incident
once again stirred up the people of Kashan and Isfahan against the
Jews. Plunder and bloodshed once more prevailed. Finally, the grand
mujtahid of Isfahan banned the government from spilling innocent
blood and decreed that all the Jews needed only to pay a fine for the
"satanic" act of playing music! Government officials went to Kashan
to collect fines from the Jews there. By chance, the people were in
the synagogues praying. They attacked the synagogues, seized and
bound the Jews, and marched them off to the bazaar and the local
court. Along the way, passersby taunted them and cast stones at
them. They amassed a great pile of wood in front of the court and
kindled a bonfire. Then they dragged their religious leader, Mullah
Rehamim, toward the fire. They immolated some Jews in the fire,
while several others were shackled and cast into prison.

