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Chapter 15 – Section 2

The Rule of the Safavids


Narrator: This was a great bizarre, a great market, half way along the silk route; all merchants would have passed through here 2000 years ago, carrying their silk from east to west. This was known in the Arab world as a gem of the Samarqand. There were hundreds of market towns like this along the Silk Road, but in the late fourteenth century Samarqand was transformed into one of the most magnificent cities in the world. It was a vision of a war lord by the name of Tamalain, a descendant of the great Mongol conqueror Genghis Khan. Beneath the jade slab over there, lies the body of a man who was one of the most powerful monarchs in the world, Tamalain. He created an empire that stretched from Turkey right down to north India and in the process it is said killed 17 million people. He epitomizes cruel and despotic power, but Tamalain, as well as being a ruthless ruler, is also a man who loved and promoted the arts. As the buildings he commission in his capital here at Samarqand reveal, very dramatically. Beautiful strong colors, blues and yellows, blacks, an incredible architectural effect put the tiles together and you get this. Registan Square, the heart of Tamalain’s great city where religion, trade and power met.

And these buildings that we have seen in that light really, they are like great Persian carpets, full of life given by this two dimensional surface decoration. These intense colors and lettering of course, text from the Quran, and over here a surprising building and at the top we have representations of living beings, something in theory forbidden by the Quran and a prancing deer of some sort, tigers and a human face a sun like face, which said a lot about this empire at that time free from some of the orthodox constraints of Islamic belief.
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