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Note on Transliteration

As this work spans five centuries and the region between Simnan and Multan, any system of transliteration is
bound to contain simplifications and inconsistencies. The system adopted here follows that of the Cambridge
History of Iran and uses an “Arabic” vocalization (&, a, 1, i, @1, u) and the corresponding diphthongs (ai, au).
The rendering of the consonants privileges the Persian pronunciation: v for 3, z for ua, z for &. The only
exceptions to this rule are the rare fricatives &, 3 and J, which have been rendered as th, dh and zh
respecectively. The spelling of a number of Turkish and Mongol words reflects a more elaborate vowel
system. This is the case for bég and its derivatives, as well as for such Turkmen tribal names as Sariq, Teke
and Yomut. In the rendering of Mongol proper names, the Persianized transliteration takes effect with the
transition to Islam, e.g. Ogedei, Mongke, and Hiilegii, as opposed to Uljaitii. Mongol names en vogue in
Qajar times are likewise transliterated according to Persian usage: Mangii and Hulakdi. The Arabic term khail
has been rendered as khél throughout the text.






Introduction

In the early 1820s the Iranian traveler Zain al-‘Abidin Shirvani gave an enthusiastic description of the oasis
of Herat. He praised the pleasant climate of the region, its tasty water, and the outstanding quality of its
grapes and melons. In his opinion, the unique position of Herat and its relationship to the rest of the world
was most adequately summed up by the following Persian poem: '

To he who seeks to find the most pleasant town,

The only truthful answer is Herat;

Consider this world an ocean, Khurasan a shell within,
And the city of Herat the pearl in its midst.”

This poem can be traced back to the fourteenth century. With slight variations, it is recorded by a number of
notable Persian authors, including the Kartid historiographer Saif al-Haravi,’ the Ilkhanid geographer
Hamdullah Mustaufi,* the Timurid historian Hafiz-i Abra,’ the seventeenth-century traveler Ibn Vali,® and
the Qajar officials Riza Quli Khan Hidayat’ and ‘Alf Quli Mirza I ‘tizad al-Saltana.®

Herat’s favorable conditions notwithstanding, Shirvani observes that the city has undergone a number of
crises in the course of its history. Citing such authorities as Saif al-Haravi and the Timurid authors IsfizarT (d.
903/1497-98) and Khvand Amir (d. 942/1535-36), he singles out the Mongol invasion and the plague
epidemic of 838/1434-35 as historical junctures which inflicted heavy losses on the urban population and
brought it to the brink of extinction. Later on, Herat weathered periods of invasion and unrest associated with
the rise and decline of the Safavid and Afsharid empires.” The size of Herat and its wealth thus rose and fell
with the ebb and flow of events described by Shirvani. The latter quotes Saif al-Haravi’s account of the
Mongol invasion of 619/1222, in the course of which “no head retained its body” and the urban population
was reduced from 1.6 million to 16."° By the time the Timurids came to power, the population of Herat
seemed to have rebounded. Interestingly, Shirvani changes perspectives here and switches from historical
telescoping to a more visual form of representation: Seemingly assuming a bird’s eye view, he states that at
the time of the onset of the plague epidemic of 838/1434, the entire valley of Herat was so densely populated
that a space of 30 farsakh or 120 miles seemed like one large city. The plague, which is said to have cost
600,000 lives in the city, is seen as a natural outcome of the pollution and moral decay brought about by the

U AT 154; HS IV: 553; AM 166. See also Réhrborn 1966: 16, 103-104, 112.
2 Agar kasi pursad tu-ra kaz shahrha khushtar kudam;
gar javab-i rast khvahi guft vi-ra gii “Hari”’;
hamchu bahr ast in jahan, dar vay Khurasan chiin sadaf;
dar miyan-i an sadaf shahr-i Hari chin gauhart.
3 Saif al- Haravi 1943: 6.
* Le Strange 1993: 150.
5 Krawulsky 1982: 18.
% Akhmedov 1977: 81.
7 Sifaratnama, Persian text, 111.
8 Vagayi‘ va savanih 26.
® Riyaz al-siyahat 427-30.
O Hich sari-ra bar tan va badani-ra ba sar nagudhdshtand (Saif al-Haravi 1943: 80-82). According to Shirvani, the following
order was issued to the Mongol soldiers: Hich kas-ra sart dar badan va bart dar gardan nabashad (Riyaz al-siyahat 428).
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excessive concentration of people.'' By the time Shirvani visited Herat in the early nineteenth century, the
city population amounted to no more than 6,000 families.'”

Shirvant’s overview of the history of Herat provides the framework for the historical narrative recounted
in this book and sets the stage for further exploration. The tension between the enduring features of Herat
and the ups and downs of its history constitute the subject of the present study. Urban spaces are best
understood within and against the “broader canvas” they are situated in."* The poem cited above names
Khurasan as the regional frame of reference. The goal of the book is to make the history of Herat tangible
against the background of the horizontal relations linking the city to other nodal points within this expanse.
In what follows, I will take a closer look at the elements constitutive of the “map” of Herat and Khurasan
between the fifteenth and the nineteenth century. The urban topography, the geographical setting, the people
and goods of the region will figure to the extent that contemporaneous observers consider them noteworthy.
Special attention will be paid to the mode in which the terrain is perceived and represented: What local
coordinates and points of gravity are identified in a given period, and do they shift over time? Which
qualities are attributed to individual sites, and how are the latter fitted into the regional and imperial
framework?

Such an enquiry posits that territorial conceptions are part of a larger Weltanschauung shaping the
horizon of the political and literary actors of the time. To be sure, the physical environment and ecological
conditions play a fundamental role in molding perceptions of space. The rich agricultural setting of Herat and
its pleasant climate are enduring features which have been taken up by the authors throughout the period. But
on a conceptual level, perceptions of space are strongly influenced by overarching patterns of authority, the
local exercise of power, and prevailing modes of delegation and administration.

The following history consists of two parallel narratives. First, I will attempt to uncover the historical
facts that can be gleaned from the available Persian chronicles. One important concern is to trace the larger
shifts of power and their effects on the city and its environs. In this strand of the narrative, Herat figures
primarily as an administrative and economic unit. Particular attention will be paid to the ways in which the
city relates to the larger polities it is embedded in. Then, there is the local cast, in other words, the
administrative units that are grouped around the oasis and reflect the extent ordinarily ascribed to the
province by the same name. Another aspect of the political landscape may be termed “demographic”.
Whenever it is possible, I attempt to assess the composition of the population and to identify the prominent
local actors who interacted with the powers in presence.

The second strand of the narrative focuses on the sensual aspects of space and their representation,
capturing some of the local sights, sounds, and tastes reflected by the Persian chronicles and, later on, by the
European accounts. By allowing the primary sources to “speak for themselves”, I hope to highlight some of
the ways in which the landscape was represented in the accounts of the time. The available material points to
a whole range of possible perceptions. One lasting field of tension is created by the composite views
emphasizing both the centrality of Herat and its strategic value as a “gateway”.'* This concept was even
applied to the whole of Khurasan by the author of the tenth-century Persian geography entitled Hudiid al-
‘alam, who places the region “near the centre of the Inhabited Lands of the world * but also identifies it as

the “gate of Turkistan”."”

Riyaz al-siyahat 429. Shirvani adduces the testimony of Khvand Amir for this statement. But I have not been able to locate this
information in HS. For the year 838/1434, Khvand Amir does mention a plague epidemic in Herat which caused the death of up
to 10,000 persons in the city and the suburbs (balda va bulikat) a day, but the passage does not contain any of the details
Shirvani ascribes to this source (HS III: 625; Thackston 1994: 344). Isfizari, by contrast, gives a detailed description of a plague
epidemic lasting from 7 Rajab—15 Dhu al-Qa‘da 838/6 February—12 June 1435, which killed a total of one million persons,
600,000 in the city and 400,000 in the suburbs (Isfizari II: 92-94). See also Allen 1983: 19.

Riyaz al-siyahat 430.

'* Horden & Purcell 2007: 91.

See, for instance, TA (Humayiin) 432.

" Hudiid 102.
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The present study takes its departure in the early fifteenth century when Herat, as the capital of Khurasan,
was at its highest in terms of cultural and economic development. Not surprisingly, this illustrious period in
the history of the region is reflected by the abundance of data concerning the local sites. They testify to the
Timurid attainments in terms of wealth, military strength and religious patronage. The richness of the
environment is highlighted by detailed descriptions of the economic assets and unique sensory experiences
Herat has to offer. In later Safavid and Qajar accounts, the terrain recedes to the sidelines of the narrative and
mostly figures as a backdrop for military action. A case in point is the narration of the Shibanid siege of
Herat of 1587-88, in the course of which the city gates are only mentioned to situate the position of the
influential Shibanid/Uzbek military leaders who stood in front of them.'® This sort of description is typical of
the battle scenes that dominate much of the chronicles up to the nineteenth century. They represent an
altogether different but equally essential “map”, in which the domain is determined by a web of allegiances
crucial for the upkeep of power. The physical terrain is only interesting insofar as it fits major strategic
considerations, such as river crossings, stages in the desert, and the technicalities involved in the siege or
defense of cities.

Another field of enquiry lies in the tension between transmitted territorial concepts and the emergence of
new polities in the course of the nineteenth century. In this context, the dimension of time, or rather the
historical memory and its role in shaping current perceptions of space becomes an important issue. The poem
cited above, which ascribes pearl-like qualities to Herat, continued to be quoted in the second half of the
nineteenth century. Thus, it perpetuated the image of Herat’s grandeur even at a time when not much was left
of its former splendor. From the Iranian point of view, these persisting pretensions to greatness were coupled
with a sense of bereavement, as it increasingly became clear that the Qajar government was unable to live up
to its claim to all of the regions constitutive of the ancient Safavid domain. In the second half of the
nineteenth century, the political scene changed dramatically. The consolidation of international borders
brought about new ways of charting territory and defining state power. The sense of constriction that came
with these changes clashed with the persistent memory of former imperial greatness and far-flung territorial
possessions.

The gap between Qajar claims to authority and the actual scope of government was noted in the 1820s by
the British traveler James Fraser. He felt that the difficulties in delineating the domain of Fath ‘Ali Shah (r.
1212-1250/1797-1834) were most pronounced in the eastern territories, where “the district of Herat and the
provinces of Seistan and Beloochistan blend with the mountains of Afghanistan”.'” Fraser noted that the
vagueness of the boundaries of Khurasan coincided with an inherent tension between historical claims to an
immense stretch of land on the one hand and the actual confines of the Qajar province on the other:

The limits assigned to this country were at one time magnificent; for they comprehended on the north every thing to the Oxus,
including the steppe of Khaurezm [Khvarazm], Balkh, and all the intervening country to the east: on the south east not only the
city and dependencies of Herat, but those of Subzawur [Isfizar], Furrah [Farah], Geereg€sh [Girishk], and even Candahar
[Qandahar] itself: on the south, it was always bounded by Kerman [Kirman] and Seieestan [Sistan]: on the west it included the
district of Yezd [Yazd], but its salt desert was bounded in that direction by the districts of Ispahan [Isfahan], Cashan [Kashan],
and Rhé [Ray], somewhere near Semnaun [Simnan]; beyond the Elburz mountains, the district of Astrabad [Astarabad] and of
Goorgaun [Gurgan] were also considered as dependencies of this vast territory. If Khorasan were to be considered merely as a
province of Persia, and were the a%)ellation limited to that portion of country east of Irak, which obeys the Persian monarch, its
extent would now be small indeed.

At the same time, Fraser pointed out that Khurasan as a territorial and political unit had repeatedly been
subject to redefinition in the course of history. The ongoing re-creation of this conceptual space had taken
place in a setting which, in Fraser’s opinion, was characterized by contest rather than by actual control over
the land. The competition between the imperial neighbors was matched locally by the military prowess and
high mobility of the inhabitants of Khurasan:

'® McChesney 1993: 84-91.
17 Fraser 1834: 19.
13 Fraser 1825: 242.
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Khorasan having from the earliest ages been a sort of debateable land, upon the confines of several great monarchies, and a
constant object of desire to their sovereigns, was alwa;lfs the theatre of fierce and bloody wars; in which the wandering tribes in
its vicinity were generally enlisted on one part or other.

This “debateable” land, and the transformations it underwent over time, lie at the core of this book. The
material is organized according to the chronological sequence while the focus of the narrative shifts
according to the nature of the information yielded by the primary sources. Given the relative abundance of
data dealing with Herat in the fifteenth century, Chapter 1 serves two purposes. Besides describing the
position of Herat in Timurid times, it is also intended to acquaint the reader with the lay of the land. In this
manner, I hope to create a regional frame of reference and to facilitate orientation in the subsequent chapters.
In addition to impressions from the city of Herat, this chapter contains a complete listing of all the
administrative divisions that make up its hinterland. The second chapter deals with Herat under the auspices
of Safavid authority. As the primary sources yield little information on local circumstances, this chapter
rather assumes a bird’s eye view to locate Herat within a larger regional framework. The narrative switches
to the ecological setting and highlights some of the strategic considerations that determined the movements
of the court within Khurasan. Herat is situated in relationship to the other important urban coordinates in the
region, that is, Mashhad, Qandahar, and Multan. This axis was “opened” up by Nadir Shah’s sweeping
conquests in the eighteenth century, which effectively put an end to the old balance of power in force
between the Mughals of India, the Chingizids of Central Asia, and the Safavids in Iran. In the following
chapters I adopt a polycentric approach to capture the breaking up of territorial allegiances after 1747. The
third chapter describes the Afghan empire that emerged on the shattered remains left in the wake of Nadir
Shah’s conquests. Given the Durrani rulers’ continued orientation towards India, the point of gravity shifted
to Qandahar, and Herat became the western outpost of their realm. Chapters 4 and 5 elucidate the delineation
of Iranian and Afghan spheres of influence from both sides of the emergent border. In the long run, the
creation of fixed boundaries had a similar effect on the conceptualization and exercise of power in Iran and
Afghanistan. The resulting linkage between government authority and a territorially defined space
strengthened the government’s “hold” over the land and its inhabitants. Yet for most of the nineteenth
century, the circumstances in the environs of Herat and in the eastern reaches of Iranian Khurasan were
characterized by a great degree of movement, as tribal groups either sought to evade government control or
faced forceful deportation and resettlement. In the sixth and final chapter | attempt to position the changing
status of Herat in a wider context. The description of the political developments in northeastern Khurasan
and in Sistan serves to juxtapose expansive early modern notions of territorial entitlement with the actual
configurations of power “on the ground”. The account of the events leading up to the delineation of the
Irano-Russian borders in the northeast of Khurasan and the delimitation of the Irano-Afghan boundary in
Sistan highlights the new territorial realities that took shape in the late nineteenth century.

THE SECONDARY SOURCES

My attempt to capture the historical coordinates, patterns of authority and ecological conditions determining
the framework of political activity in Khurasan draws on the established scholarship in this field. Bert
Fragner’s macro-historical surveys have spurred my interest in the genesis and development of regional
concepts and the effects of tribalism on military organization. I owe my understanding of the constraints and
opportunities delimiting the horizon of pre-modern and early modern political actors to the works by Jean
Aubin. The dynamic aspects of the exercise of power are also highlighted by Charles Melville’s research on
the itineraries of the Ilkhanid and Safavid court.

V. V. Barto’ld’s Historical Geography of Iran is a valuable source concerning the lay of the land. The
topography of Timurid Herat has been treated in detail by Terry Allen, Lisa Golombek, Dorothea Krawulsky
and Maria Szuppe. Nataliya Tumanovich combines a description of the topography of the city from Kartid
times to the nineteenth century with a general historical account. Furthermore, her edition and translation of

1 Fraser 1825: 257.
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a text on the kAvajas of Barnabad gives rare insights into the local circumstances in the vicinity of Herat and
highlights one particular instance of the relationship between spiritual authority and royal patronage.
Caroline Stack has provided a general overview of the events surrounding Herat from Timurid times to the
end of the nineteenth century. Gisela Reindke’s dissertation on the form and function of Afghan towns
contains one chapter concerning the historical development of Herat, its economic conditions and population
in the nineteenth century. Rafi Samizay and Abdul Wasay Najimi have produced useful architectural surveys
of the Islamic monuments around Herat and the old city quarters.

As this study spans five centuries, I have relied on a number of secondary sources to gain an
understanding of the main forces at work in each given period. The early Timurid era is covered by Beatrice
Forbes Manz’s finely grained probe into the relationship between government and society. Eva Maria
Subtelny’s research on Timurid agricultural policies and patterns of patronage has proven a particularly
useful source for the situation of Herat in the late fifteenth century. There are a number of valuable works on
the Safavid period. My understanding of the administrative system derives from the works of Klaus
Rohrborn and Roger Savory. I have greatly benefited from Giorgio Rota’s expertise on the role of Caucasian
ghulams in the Safavid administration and military. The military organization of the Safavids is treated in
depth by Masashi Haneda. Maria Szuppe has devoted a detailed study to the situation in Herat at the time of
the Uzbek and Safavid intervention in the early sixteenth century. My description of the “Uzbek” factor in
the politics of Khurasan and the nature of Central Asian dynastic concepts draws widely on Robert
McChesney’s work. Charles Melville’s account of Shah ‘Abbas I’s patronage of Mashhad sheds light on the
waning position of Herat in the seventeenth century.

My description of the Afsharid period is primarily based on Lockhart’s landmark study of 1938 and Peter
Avery’s account of Nadir Shah’s military career.”” John Perry’s work on Karim Khan Zand contributes to
our knowledge on the circumstances in western Khurasan subsequent to Nadir Shah’s death in 1747. The
developments in “Afghan” Turkistan are treated in detail by Robert McChesney and Jonathan Lee. Apart
from these studies, very little literature deals with the era of the Sadiizai kings. Despite a number of
inaccuracies, Ganda Singh’s work still represents the most important source for the reign of Ahmad Shah.
The material compiled by ‘Aziz al-Din Vakilt Fiifalza’1 concerning the reigns of Timir Shah and Shah
Zaman documents the position of the nobility and administrative divisions in the Sadtizai Empire. However,
on the whole, this domain remains largely uncharted, and a great part of my work has been devoted to the
elementary task of reconstructing the essential facts of the historical narrative.

Similar difficulties are met by the study of Khurasan in the nineteenth century. The only source dealing
with Herat during this period is David Champagne’s account of its position between the Qajar and
Muhammadzai fields of gravity until its incorporation into the Afghan domain in 1863. Largely based on
British documents, this work illustrates the strategies adopted by the Iranian, Afghan, and British forces
involved. Yet it yields little information on the circumstances prevailing in Herat or on the local
configurations of power. The picture somewhat brightens when it comes to the developments in Iranian
Khurasan and the adjacent regions. There is a much greater density of sources concerning the history of this
region and the geographic and political position of individual tribal groups. Sayyid ‘Al Mir Niya has tackled
both issues. A number of authors have investigated the local circumstances in the eastern Iranian realm. The
names of Ramazan ‘Ali Shakirt and Kalimullah Tavahhudt are associated with the history of the Khurasanian
Kurds. Pirouz Mojtahed-Zadeh has documented the history of the Khuzaima Arabs of Qayin. Ata Dshikijew,
Hafez Farmayan, William Irons, Wolfgang Konig, Uraz Muhammad Sarli and William Wood have
contributed works concerning the Turkmens. Mantichihr Sutiida and Asadullah Ma‘tiifi have compiled
material on the history of Astarabad. The circumstances in Sistan have been explored by Iraj Afshar
“Sistan1” and Muhammad A ‘zam Sistani.

The administrative structure of the Qajar government and the patterns of redistribution between center
and periphery are dealt with by a number of works. Colin Meredith has written about the early Qajar
administration. A classic in this field is Ann K. S. Lambton’s work on Qajar Iran. Aside from analyzing the

2 For more recent works on the Afsharid era, see Axworthy 2006 and Tucker 2006.
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workings of Qajar bureaucracy, A. Reza Sheikholeslami and Heinz Georg Migeod also shed light on the
relationship between the central government and the entrenched tribal leadership of Khurasan. Abbas
Amanat is to be commended for his book on Nasir al-Din Shah and his numerous entries in the
Encyclopaedia Iranica which highlight the role of individual Qajar officials. Another valuable resource is
Mihdi Bamdad’s six-volume “Who’s Who” covering the period from the eighteenth to the twentieth century.
Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet provides an overview of the processes leading up to the delineation of borders
between Afghanistan and Iran.

SETTING THE STAGE: KHURASAN IN THE COURSE OF HISTORY

This book is concerned with the historical entity of Khurasan and the changes it underwent over time. It
begins with a description of the region in the fifteenth century and ends with its division into three modern
polities: the Russian province of Transcaspia, Afghanistan, and a truncated version of the former Iranian
province. In order to place these developments in context, it might be useful to trace the contours Khurasan
was endowed with over time. Beginning with the formation of Khurasan in Sasanid times, the following
overview will describe the limits of the region, its constituent parts and the cities serving as regional capitals.
Certain shifts in gravity notwithstanding, one may detect some degree of stability in the perception and
structuration of this space. Territorial units were typically defined on the basis of the rivers delimiting them.
The entity of Iran was thought to be bounded by the Oxus (Jaikiin, Amu Daryd) in the east and the Euphrates
in the west.”! Viewed as the divide between Iran and Transoxiana (Tiran, Turkistan, Ma vara’ al-nahr), the
Oxus also played an evocative role as the northeastern border of Khurasan. Political unification did not
necessarily imply the merging of territorial concepts. Even in periods when Khurasan and Transoxiana were
under one supreme ruler, the notion of the river as separating two distinct geographical realms remained
tangible. As will be seen below, large-scale military campaigns aimed at the agglomeration of known
territorial entities rather than at the definition of new ones. The position and identity of Khurasan in
contradistinction to Transoxiana was thus hardly affected by shifting patterns of military control.

In his account of the genesis of Khurasan, Hafiz-i Abrt hints at the enduring bonds connecting the lands
adjoining the Amii Darya. While adducing popular etymologies for the name of “Khurasan”, he assumes a
genealogical connection between the two neighboring regions:

Everybody has something [different] to say about the naming of Khurasan. The genealogist Ibn Daghfal says that Khurasan and
Haital were the sons of ‘Alim b. Sam b. Niih and left Zabul. Khurasan settled here and his name became associated with this
region. Haital crossed the river [Amu Darya] and settled over there and that region was named Haitala after him. Some have
called [this region] khiirsan, ‘sunlike’ and some have called it khiir dsan, ‘easily eaten’. 2

The entities of Khurasan and Iran owe their existence to Sasanian policies. In a deliberate attempt to
legitimize their rule, the early members of the Sasanian dynasty (224-651 AD) fused the existing concept of
arya with Zoroastrian traditions. Portraying themselves as heirs of the legendary Kayanid dynasty of Sistan
and elevating Mazdaism to a state religion, the Sasanians identified their realm as “Eran-Shahr”, thus setting
it apart from their enemies in the eastern territory of “Tiiran” accross the Oxus.” During this period,
Khurasan — “there where the sun rises” — was defined as the easternmost region of the dominion. It
comprised the regions of Hyrcania (Jurjan/Gurgan), Margiana (Marv), Areia (Herat) and later Bactria
(Balkh). Within the province, Marv served as the administrative center and seat of governor general. Other

2! The idea of Iran as being bounded by the Oxus in the east can be traced to Abii Mansiir Ma‘mari’s introduction to the Shahnama-
vi Abii Mangiirt (346/957), which in turn represents the translation of a vanished Pahlavi original, the Xvaday-namag (Khaleghi-
Motlagh, “Abt Mansir Ma‘mari,” E.Ir. I: 337). In this text, Eran-Shahr is described as stretching “from the Amiiya river to the
river of Egypt (Misr)” (Minorsky 1956: 172).

22 Krawulsky 1982: 12. The purport of the last etymology is not quite clear. The expression “easily eaten” may possibly be
understood as an allusion to the region as an embattled zone frequently “swallowed up” in the course of military campaigns. In
this case, it may be considered an equivalent of Fraser’s “debateable land”.

2 Gnoli 1989: 137, 140, 1567, 175; Morony, “Sasanids,” E.1. 2, IX: 71-2, 74. See also Fragner 1999: 14.



Introduction 7

important cities were Nev-Shapur (modern Nishapiir) and Piishang (later Fiishanj) on the HarT Rud, both of
which were founded by the second Sasanian ruler Shapiar I (r. 240270 AD).** Although Iran as a political
denomination vanished with the demise of the Sasanian Empire only to resurface under the Ilkhanid dynasty
(1256-1335) in the aftermath of the Mongol invasion,” the concept of Khurasan as a territorial and political
entity was to remain through time.

Its stability as a regional entity notwithstanding, the outlines of Khurasan did not necessarily correspond
to patterns of authority. The evocative idea of the Oxus as a divide between Iran and Central Asia often did
not match the political realities. For the pre-Muslim and early Muslim periods, Hamilton Gibb has noted that
the Murghab river and the Sir Darya (Jaxartes) constituted more effective barriers against invading armies:

The Oxus is a boundary of tradition rather than of history... [I]t has never proved a barrier to imperial armies from either side. It
was not on the Oxus but on the Jaxartes that Alexander’s strategic insight fixed the position of Alexander Eschate, and when the
outposts of Persian dominion were thrust back by the constant pressure of the Central Asian hordes, their retreat was stayed not
on the Oxus but on the Murghab. Thus when the tide of conquest turned and the Arabs won back her ancient heritage for Persia,
they, like Alexander, were compelled to carry their arms even further to the East and all unknowing re-establish the frontiers of
the Achaemenid Empire.

As pointed out by Gibb, the reach of government ended at the Murghab river for most of the Sasanian period.
The two administrative centers located on the river, Marv-i Shahijan and Marv al-Rad (present-day Bala
Murghab) served as outposts against the Hephtalites (White Huns), who occupied Sogdia, the Oxus basin
and the lands north and south of the Hindu Kush during the early sixth century. With the defeat of the
Hephtalites in 563—-568, the Oxus became the border between the Iranians and the Western Turks for a short
period in history.”” At the time of the Muslim conquest in the seventh and early eighth centuries, the river
initially served as a boundary but eventually came to embody the core of the easternmost Arab possessions.
The Arab forces crossed the Oxus for the first time in 33/653—4, and in 86-93/705-712 the great general
Qutaiba b. Muslim (d. 715) conquered Bukhara and Samarqand, thereby establishing control over the ancient
Achaemenid province of Sogdia.® With its incorporation into the Muslim sphere, Sogdia lost its meaning as
a regional designation for the expanse of land between the Oxus and the Jaxartes and was more narrowly
applied to the Zarafshan valley feeding the oases of Samarqand and Bukhara.”

During the Abbasid period, the concept of Khurasan widened to include all the lands controlled by the
Arab governors of Marv, which retained its erstwhile position as military and administrative center of the
east.”” Even so, there are indications that the lands beyond the Oxus continued to be perceived as a realm
distinct from the former Sasanian sphere of influence. Arab geographers of the time coined terms like
Khurdasan va ma vara’ al-nahr (“Transoxiana”), Khurasan va al-mashrig (the “East”), or simply al-Mashrig
for the entire eastern territory.’' In 232/846, Ibn Khurradadhbih listed Transoxiana as one of the four
administrative units making up Khurasan and described the other three parts of Khurasan as consisting of
Marv-i Shahijan and adjacent districts, Balkh and the region of Tukharistan, as well as Herat, including
Fiishanj and Badghis.

u Marquart 1901: 47, 49. See also Bosworth, “Khurasan”, E.I, 2 V: 56; Bosworth, “Marw al-Shahidjan,” E.L, 2 VI: 620; Frye
1983: 154; Fragner 1999: 14; Fragner 2001b: 344-5; Le Strange 1905: 383; Riyaz al-siyahat 383.

2% Fragner 1997: 121-31.

%% Gibb 1970: 1.

7 Gibb 1970: 1, 3; Marquart 1901: 53, 70; Shaban 1971: 479-82.

* Gibb 1970: 15, 31, 56.

¥ Barthold [Bosworth], “Al-Sughd”, E.I, 2 IX: 772-3.

30 Marquart 1901: 76. See also Bosworth, “Khurasan”, E.7, 2 V: 56-7; Bosworth, “Marw al-Shahidjan,” E.L, 2 VI: 620. The shift
of the provincial capital from Marv to Balkh during the governorship of Asad b. ‘Abdullah in 118/736 apparently constituted an
exception and was not followed by later Umayyad or Abbasid governors (Gibb 1970: 80, 88).

Shaban 1971: 479-81.
32 Marquart 1901: 70.

%
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With the rise of the Persian dynasty of the Samanids (819-999) and the shift of the capital to Bukhara in
279/892, the Oxus again found itself in the heartlands of the empire.” Based on Ibn Khurradadhbih and
Istakhri, the tenth-century Persian geography entitled Hudid al-‘alam nevertheless distinguished between
Transoxiana and Khurasan. Seemingly a resident of Giizganan (present-day Jizjan in northwestern
Afghanistan), the author assigned vast proportions to Khurasan, which he reported to be bounded by India
(Hindistan) in the east, Gurgan in the west, and the Oxus (Jaihiin) in the north. He also pointed out that the
political unity of Khurasan and Transoxiana should be attributed to recent developments:

The king of Khorasan... in the days of old was distinct from the king of Transoxiana but now they are one. The mir of Khorasan
resides at Bukhara...; he is from the Saman family...These (princes) are called Maliks of the East and have lieutenants ( ‘ummal)
in all Khorasan, while on the frontiers (hadd-ha) of Khorasan there are kings (padhshahan) called ‘margraves’ (muliik-i atraf).

The lasting notion of the Oxus as a borderline and the resulting competition between the regional centers of
Herat and Bukhara during the Samanid period is reflected by an anecdote describing the literary powers of
the Persian poet Rudaki (d. 940—41). The latter is said to have prompted the Samanid ruler Amir Nasr b.
Ahmad (r. 301-331/913-943) to return to Bukhara after a prolonged stay in Herat, by means of a catchy
poem. Recounted by the twelfth-century author Nizam1 ‘Artzi, the anecdote makes it clear that, to Amir
Nasr at least, the summer camp in Herat was so attractive that he was tempted to make it his permanent
residence, had it not been for Riidaki’s intervention:

Nasr ibn Ahmad, who was the most brilliant jewel of the Samanid galaxy..., was most plenteously equipped with every means of
enjoyment and material of splendor — well-filled treasuries, a far-flung army and loyal servants. In winter he used to reside at his
capital, Bukhara, while in summer he used to go to Samargand or some other of the cities of Khurasan. Now one year it was the
turn of Herat...

There the army rested. The climate was charming, the breeze cool, food plentiful, fruit abundant, the air filled with fragrant
scents, so that the soldiers enjoyed their life to the full during spring and summer. When Mihrgan [autumnal equinox, CNK]
arrived, and the juice of the grape came into season..., they did full justice to the delights of youth... Mihrgan was protracted, for
the cold did not wax severe, and the grapes ripened with exceptional sweetness...

So the Amir Nasr ibn Ahmad saw Mihrgan and its fruits, and was mightily pleased therewith. Then the narcissus began to bloom,
and the raisins were plucked and stoned... (T)hey wintered [in the vicinity of Herat, CNK], while the Mandarin oranges began to
arrive from Sistan and the sweet oranges from Mézandaran; and so they passed the winter in the most agreeable manner...

When [the second] spring came the Amir sent the horses to Badghis... And when summer came and the fruits again ripened,
Amir Nagr ibn Ahmad said, ‘“Where shall we go for the summer? For there is no pleasanter place of residence than this. Let us
wait till Mihrgan.” And when Mihrgan came, he said, ‘Let us enjoy Mihrgan at Herat and then go’, and so from season to season
he continued to procrastinate, until four years had passed in this way... the Amir’s attendants grew weary, and desire for home
arose within them, while they beheld the king quiescent, the air of Herat in his head and the love of Herat in his heart...

[The courtiers solicit the help of Riidaki and offer him a reward of five thousand dinars if he can induce the Amir to depart for
Bukhara, CNK]

(Rudakt) composed a gasida; and, when the Amir had taken his morning cup... took up the harp, and... began this elegy:
The Ju-yi-Muliyan we call to mind,

We long for those dear friends long left behind,

The sands of Oxus toilsome though they be,
Beneath my feet were soft as silk to me.

Long live Bukhara! Be thou in good cheer!
Joyous towards thee hasteth our Amir!

The Moon’s the Prince, Bukhara is the sky;

33 Bosworth, “Samanids”, E.7,, 2 VIII: 1026; Fragner 2001b: 345-6.

3 Hudiid 102. See also pp. xiv, 325. Minorsky comments that the author’s allusion to former kings intends the Tahirid (820-872)
and Saffarid (867-903) dynasties. Writing in 988, that is, six years after the Hudiid al- ‘Glam, the Arab geographer Ibn Hauqal
likewise distinguished Khurasan and Transoxiana as two clearly delimited geographical entities (Kramers & Wiet 1964: 413-99).
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O Sky, the Moon shall light thee by and by!

Bukhara is the mead, the Cypress he;
Receive at last, O Mead, thy Cypress tree!

When Rudagi reached this verse, the Amir was so much affected that he descended from his throne, all unbooted bestrode the
horse which was on sentry-duty, and set off for Bukhara so precipitately that they carried his leggings and riding-boots after him
for two parasangs. .. nor did he draw rein anywhere till he reached Bukhara...*

Under the Turkish dynasty of the Ghaznavids (977-1186), the center of gravity shifted to Ghazna (present-
day Ghazni), Panjab and parts of Sind. During the reign of Sultan Mahmud (999-1030), the most powerful
member of the dynasty, Ghaznavid authority extended not far beyond the right bank of the Oxus in the north,
so as to include the ancient kingdom of Khvarazm, which had only nominally formed part of the Samanid
Empire.*® In May 1040, Mahmiid’s successor Mas ‘@d I suffered a decisive defeat at the hands of the Saljigs,
who had begun to move across the Oxus a decade earlier and occupied Marv in 1036.>” Tughril B&g (r. 429—
455/1038-1063), the founder of the Saljiq dynasty (1040—1195), gained control over the former Ghaznavid
dominions in the east and the Buyid lands in western and southern Persia. Over the following century, Marv
served as the center of the Saljiiq administration in the eastern part of the realm. While Tughril Beég moved
his capital westward from Nishapiir to Ray and Isfahan, his relatives holding the province of Khurasan as an
appanage came on an equal footing, or nearly so, with the central rulers, at times even assuming authority in
the western parts of the realm. In the Saljiiq era, Marv served as the seat of government for the two most
famous governors of Khurasan, Tughril BEg’s brother Chaghri Beg (r. 428-452/1036-1060) and Ahmad
Sanjar b. Malik Shah (r. 511-552/1118-1157), who assumed an almighty position in Khurasan and northern
Persia and relegated his nephews in western Persia and Iraq to an inferior position.’

The next profound reshuffling of regional concepts occurred in the aftermath of the Mongol invasion of
1220, the brunt of which was borne by the urban centers of Transoxiana and Khurasan. In the course of their
far-ranging and constant movements, the Mongols created territorial divisions that reflected new and
expanded notions of space. The nomad populations (uliis) allotted to the four sons of Chingiz Khan (d.
624/1227) and his chief wife gradually came to be associated with fixed territories, and the Oxus re-
emerged as a dividing line. Transoxiana and its Inner Asian neighbor Mughiilistan fell to the patrimony of
Chingiz Khan’s second son Chaghatai (d. 1242), and Khvarazm and the lower Sir Darya became part of the
Golden Horde under Chingiz Khan’s grandson Batu b. Jochi (d. 1255) and his descendants for the next 140
years.* Subsequent to the conquest of Iran, Mesopotamia, Anatolia and the Caucasus by Chingiz Khan’s
grandson Hiilegii b. Toluy (d. 1265) in 1255-59, the representation of Iran as a territorial unit regained
currency. Indeed the Ilkhanid state (1256—1335) assumed proportions reminiscent of the Sasanian Empire.
The center of gravity shifted to western Persia, with Tabriz serving as capital from 1265-1305 and turning
into a hub of political, economic and cultural life. Meanwhile, the regions adjoining the Oxus became an
embattled zone between Iran and the Uliis Chaghatai, and suffered further economic damage in the process. "’

Implying territorial division on the basis of Chingizid lineages, Mongol “Uliisism”** proved to be a
lasting legacy. Henceforth, sovereignty was associated with Chingizid descent, and this linkage was to shape

35 Browne 1921: 33-36. See also Chahar magqala 145-9; Browne 1951 I: 16-17; Landau 2011: 16-17.

3¢ Bosworth, ,, Khwarazm,” E.I, 2 IV: 1063.

37 Spuler, ,,Ghaznawids,” E.I, 2 1I: 1050; Bosworth, ,,Saldjikids,” E.I, 2 VIII: 938; Cahen, “Caghri-Beg,” E.I,, 2 1I: 4.

38 Bosworth 1968: 49, 150-5; Bosworth, “Khurasan,” E.I, 2 V: 58; Bosworth, “Marw al-Shahidjan,” E.L, 2 VI: 620; Bosworth,
»Saldjukids,” E.Z., 2 VIII: 939-43.
The term ulizs designates a coalition of tribal groups in the service of a Mongol ruler (Doerfer 1963 I: 175). According to
Jackson, the awards allotted to Chingiz Khan’s relatives in the early thirteenth century were by no means static. He describes the
uliis as an “extremely complex pattern of rights over tribal elements, colonies of enslaved subject peoples, and grazing grounds,
with perhaps the addition of nearby cities and their agricultural hinterlands”. In the course of the later thirteenth century, these
domains consolidated into more clearly delineated possessions of fewer Chingizid princes (Jackson 1999: 27-28, 31, 35).
40 Bosworth, “Khwarazm,” E.L, 2 IV: 1064.
4 Bosworth, “Khurasan”, E.I, 2 V: 58; Fragner 2001: 348-9; Gronke 2003: 56-7; Spuler, “T-Khans”, E.I, 2 1I: 1120-3.
2 Fragner 2001b: 347-8.

39
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the strategy and the mental map of the subsequent political actors well into the eighteenth century. A case in
point is the famous Central Asian conqueror Ttmiir Lang, who gained legitimacy by styling himself giiregen,
“royal son-in-law” of a Chingizid family.* Between 1370 and 1405, Timir Lang forged Transoxiana,
Khvarazm and Iran into one political entity, in effect uniting the uliis of Chaghatai and Hiilegii.** At the
height of its power, the Timurid empire covered the entire expanse from Transoxiana in the east to the
Euphrates and the Caucasus in the west.*> While Khvarazm remained the bone of contention between the
Timurids and the Golden Horde Khans for most of the fifteenth century, Khurasan and Transoxiana became
the heartlands of the empire and experienced a substantial economic revival. Timur’s son Shah Rukh (r.
1409-1447) shifted the capital from Samarqand to Herat, leaving the administration of Transoxiana to his
son Ulugh Bég (d. 1449). This period witnessed an unparalleled flowering of architecture, literature and
science.

Subsequent rulers fashioned their ideas of sovereignty and entitlement according to a Chingizid and/or
Timurid mold. While the Chingizid “constitution”’ shaped ideas of legitimacy, it was the model of TImiir-i
Lang that was invoked by the Abu al-Khairids, Safavids, and Nadir Shah alike. This eagerness to claim
Timiir’s heritage highlights the selective nature of historical memory, which is often informed by current
interests and amalgamates some historical instances into notions of continuity while ignoring others.

Timurid rule coincided with the division of Iran into an eastern and a western force field, with Herat and
Tabriz as focal points. In the west, the Turkmen Qara Quyiinlii and Aq Quyiinlii tribal confederations used
their footholds in Eastern Anatolia to expand into western Iran. Formally a vassal of Shah Rukh, the Qara
Quyanld ruler Jahan Shah (r. 843-872/1439-1467) made Tabriz his capital. In 1467, Uzin Hasan Aq
Quytinli (r. 861-882/1457-1478) entered the stage. Having defeated Jahan Shah Qara Quytiinli and the
Timurid ruler Abii Sa‘id (r. 855-873/1451-1469), he seized Tabriz and reduced the Timurid realm to
Khurasan and Transoxiana.*® The importance Herat and Tabriz enjoyed in the late fifteenth century is
highlighted by the Khurasanian poet Husain Abivardi Faizi, who described them as two of the four “thrones”
in the Islamic world, the other two being the Ottoman capital of Istanbul and the Arab lands under the
Mamliik capital of Cairo.* His statement confirms the evolution of Iran into a double-headed realm during
this period.

The rise of the Safavid dynasty in the early sixteenth century coincided with the creation of two powerful
political entities of Chingizid origin. Based in Agra, the Mughal rulers (1526—1858) laid claim to the eastern
parts of present-day Afghanistan and opposed their Iranian neighbors over the possession of Qandahar. Of
more immediate concern to the Safavids were the Abu al-Khairid (Shibanid) rulers of Transoxiana (1501—
1599) and their repeated attempts to impose their authority over Khurasan. Abu al-Khairid activity in
Khurasan peaked for the first time in the early sixteenth century. In 1510 the confrontation between Shah
Isma‘1l I (r. 907-930/1501-1524) and Muhammad Khan Shibani over the possession of Marv resulted in the
death of the Chingizid leader and was followed by the designation of the Oxus as borderline between the
Safavid and Abu al-Khairid dominions.” Herat nevertheless changed hands several times until the death of
the famous Abu al-Khairid general and later kkan ‘Ubaidullah, in 1540.”' Between 1588 and 1598 the Uzbek
troops led by ‘Abdullah Khan (r. 991-1006/1583—-1598) and his son ‘Abd al-Mu’'min again made their
presence felt in Khurasan.>

 Manz, “Timar Lang,” E. I, 2 X: 511.

* Fragner 2001: 349.

" Gronke 2003: 60.

4 Bosworth, “Khwarazm”, E.L, 2 IV: 1064; Bosworth, “Khurasan”, E.L, 2 V: 59; Hajianpur 1991: 165-7.

47 McChesney 1993: 74-5.
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