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The Holy City of Ardabil and the Shrine of Shaykh Safi al-Din
under the Safavids

Morikawa, Tomoko

This paper examines the development of the holy city of Ardabil, where the
mausoleum of Shaykh Safi al-Din (d. 1334), the founder of the Sufi order of
Safaviyya and the ancestor of the Safavid Empire (1501-1736), is located,
using two shrine-related Persian documents (sarih al-milks and 7arikh-i Haydti);
a drawing and descriptions by Adam Olearius, who visited the site in 1637,
and European travelogues of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

A quantitative analysis of the endowments in the Catalogue of the Safi
Shrine Properties (‘Abdi Beg’s Sarih al-Milk) shows that land purchases and
endowments were concentrated during the reigns of the second master of
the Safaviyya Order, Shaykh Sadr al-Din (d. 1391), and the second Safavid
monarch, Shah Tahmasb (r. 1524-76). At the same time, peculiar buildings
such as the Chilla-khana (retreat), the Jannat-sara (assembly hall), lodgings,
and a bath in the shrine, which are not found in other Imams’ mausoleums
or Imamzadehs, reveal the unique character of the Shaykh Safi mausoleum,
which began as a Sufi training place.

Ardabil, known as a pilgrimage site of the Safi Shrine, was also a commercial
center under the Safavid Empire, as it was located at a strategic point in
northern Iran and was surrounded by silk-producing areas such as Shirvan
and Gilan, which were the main exports of the Safavid Empire. Foreign
travelers’ accounts of Ardabil as a “pilgrimage site” suggest that its location
at the nexus of caravan routes was another important factor in the popularity
of pilgrimages to the Safi Shrine, which enjoyed the patronage of the Safavid
royal family.

The Shrine of Shaykh Safi was established as a saint’s mausoleum with the
basic structure of a Sufi order; later, in the Safavid period, it was repositioned
as the ancestral mausoleum of the royal family and their “private treasury,”
with an enormous wealth of endowments and donations. In this process,
Ardabil came to be known as the “Dar al-irshad” (Capital City of Guidance),
with the Shrine of Shaykh Safi at its center.
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