Safavid Persia
To the east of the Ottoman Empire lay Persia,
a land that had once been part of the Islamic
Empire, but which had broken away because of
religious differences. In the 1500s Shiite Muslims,
bitter enemies of the Ottoman Turks, conquered
the land of present-day Iran. The Shiite leader,
Ismail (ihs•MAH•EEL), conquered and unified the
numerous people living there, declaring himself to
be the founder of the Safavid (sah•FAH•weed)
dynasty.
Safavid rulers required all of their Persian subjects to accept the Shiite form of Islam. Belief in the
Shia branch of Islam distinguished people living in
Persia from neighboring Sunni Muslim peoples—
the Arabs and Turks.

Shah Abbas
The Safavid leader Shah Abbas came to the
throne in 1587. His army regained some western
territory lost to the Ottomans in previous years.
Then the shah sought allies against the Ottomans
even among such Christian states as England. The
English used their alliance with Persia to seize the
strategic Persian Gulf port of Hormuz in 1622,
gaining control of the Persian silk and East Indian
spice trade.
With his empire secure against the Ottoman
forces, Shah Abbas set up his court in Isfahan,
which became one of the most magnificent cities in
the entire Muslim world. Towering above the city
was the blue dome of the Imam Mosque, which was
covered with lacy white decorations. Near the
mosque, Abbas had a three-story palace built for
his personal use. He also ordered beautiful streets
and parks constructed throughout the city.
During the reign of Abbas, Persian spread as
the language of culture, diplomacy, and trade in
most of the Muslim world. Later the language
spread to India. Urdu, spoken in Pakistan today, is
partly based on Persian.

Nader Shah
After the death of Shah Abbas in 1629, inept
Safavid rulers weakened the empire, bringing on
its decline. In 1736, after the Safavid decline,
Nader Shah came to power. He expanded the
Persian Empire to its greatest height since Darius.
But after his assassination in 1747, territory was lost
and the country was divided.
In the late 1700s another Turkic group, the
Qajar dynasty, seized the Persian throne and established a new dynasty in Tehran. The Qajars ruled
Persia until 1925.

Visualizing

The Imam Mosque in Isfahan (in
present-day Iran) was built by Shah
Abbas during the early 1600s. What cultural impact did
Safavid Persia have on the Muslim world?

History

The Mogul Empire
Even before the Ottomans and the Safavids
built their empires, Islamic invaders from central
Asia had conquered much of northern India by the
1100s. The invaders set up a sultanate, or Muslim
kingdom, in Delhi in 1206. Once order was
restored, northern India prospered economically
and culturally. Traditional Hindu culture survived
the invasions and blended with Islamic civilization.

Timur Lenk in India
By the late 1300s the Muslim Mongol ruler,
Timur Lenk (Tamerlane), had conquered much of
central Asia and made Samarkand the capital of his
empire. Although a devout Muslim, Timur Lenk
was also a ruthless leader. His forces sacked the city
of Delhi in 1398, killing thousands and leaving the
city in rubble. After Timur Lenk’s death, his Islamic
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