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Th e Succession Struggle Following the Death of Nādir Shāh
(1747–1750)

Nādir Shāh’s short and turbulent reign (r. 1736–1747) was characterised by 
uninterrupted military campaigns and iron-fi sted rule. Nādir had ‘raised his 
country from the lowest depths of degradation to the proud position of the foremost 
military power in Asia,’1 as Laurence Lockhart puts it. Nevertheless, towards the 
end of Nādir’s rule, the extortionate requisitions for his wars resulted in general 
unrest and discontent among the populace, to which Nādir Shāh’s response was 
most oft en execution and massacre. Eventually, Nādir lost his confi dence in most 
of his Turco-Iranian offi  cers. Fearful for their lives, a group of Qizilbāsh Afshār and 
Qājār tribal leaders assassinated the Shāh on the night of 10 Jumādā II 1160/19 June 
1747 in Fatḥābād near Khabūshān (present-day Qūchān). Th e political and military 
disintegration was immediate, and the royal camp was dispersed by the morning. 
Th e ensuing struggle for succession embroiled Iran in a civil war for the following 
years.2

1� Th e ephemeral reigns of ʽAlī Qulī Mīrzā and Ibrāhīm Mīrzā

Following the death of Nādir Shāh there was only one possible contender for the 
throne, ʽAlī Qulī Mīrzā, the son of Ibrāhīm Mīrzā. Th e information available about 
his life before the assassination of his uncle is rather scarce. He is mentioned fi rst 
at the time of Nādir Shāh’s resolution to move against Qandahār, when he was 
appointed governor of Mashhad and was surrounded with experienced statesmen 
to assist him.3 Aft er the demise of Ibrāhīm Mīrzā in Dāghistān by the hands of the 
rebellious Lazgīs, Nādir summoned ʽAlī Qulī and took an oath to avenge Ibrāhīm 
aft er the campaign against Turkestan.4 It seems ̔ Alī Qulī was in a favourable position 
even in the late years of Nādir Shāh’s reign, when no one was safe from him; this 
changed drastically when the leaders of Sīstān, the sons of Malik Maḥmūd Sīstānī, 

1 Laurence Lockhart: Nadir Shah� A critical study based mainly upon contemporary sources, London, Luzac 
& Co, 1938, 269.

2 Peter Avery: ‘Nādir Shāh and the Afsharid Legacy’. In Peter Avery – Gavin Hambly – Charles Mel-
ville (eds.): Th e Cambridge History of Iran Volume 7, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2007, 
50–59; Lockhart: 257–263.

3 Muḥammad Kāẓim Marwī: ʽĀlamārā-yi Nādirī, ed. Muḥammad Riyāḥī, Tehran, Naqsh-i Jahān, 
1364/1985, 626.

4 Ibid. 783.
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Amīr Bēg and Rustam Bēg, refused to pay the heavy taxes. Nādir sent ʽAlī Qulī and 
Ṭahmāsp Khān Jalāyir to resolve the problem. In the meantime, Nādir’s mental 
sickness endangered even his family members and he turned against ʽAlī Qulī, who 
was forced to defy his order to return.5 The news spread quickly and a number 
of tribes joined him. Nādir ordered Ṭahmāsp Khān Jalāyir to kill ʽAlī Qulī, but 
the subsequent events are quite unclear. As reported by Astarābādī, the latter was 
informed about the content of the letter and acted quickly to kill Ṭahmāsp Khān 
Jalāyir.6 However, according to Raḥmī Tātār’s account Ṭahmāsp Khān showed the 
letter to ʽAlī Qulī and they had come to the decision to kill Nādir.7

At the time of the assassination of Nādir Shāh, ʽAlī Qulī resided in Herat. The 
overwhelming majority of our sources are convinced that ʽAlī Qulī must have had 
a role in the murder and some of them assume he was even the mastermind behind 
it.8 For instance, Hanway reports a dubious edict in which ʽAlī Qulī himself reveals 
that he had planned the elimination of the shāh.9 Raḥmī Tātār also provides us 
with details about ʽAlī Qulī’s involvement in the events. Immediately after the 
heads of the Qizilbāsh decided to move against Nādir Shāh, a letter was received 
by Muḥammad Qulī Khān kishīkchī bāshī (commander of the royal guard) and 
Allāhvirdī Khān jazāyir bāshī (commander of the fusiliers) from ʽAlī Qulī Mīrzā 
about the agreement he made with Ṭahmāsp Khān on killing Nādir.10 Shortly 
thereafter, the murderers were given amnesty and even positions in the court of ̔ Alī 
Qulī.11 Based on the available sources ʽAlī Qulī’s complicity cannot be dismissed.

During the time of the death of Nādir Shāh, the head of Mashhad was the 
mutawallī12 of the Āstān-i Quds-i Rażawī, Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad. Receiving 
the news, he expelled the Afghāns from the city and gave the control over to the 
Qizilbāsh. Naṣrullāh Mīrzā and Imām Qulī Mīrzā were informed about their 
father’s passing in Chinārān and they went straight to Mashhad. However, they 
were not given permission to enter the city and Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad dispatched 

5 Muḥammad Riyāḥī (ed.): Sifāratnāmahā-yi Īrān, Tehran, Tūs, 1368/1989, 234.
6 Mīrzā Muḥammad Mahdī Astarābādī: Jahāngushā-yi Nādirī, ed. Sayyid ʽAbdullāh Anwār, Tehran, 

Anjuman-i Āsār-i Millī, 1341/1962, 425; ʽAbd al-Razzāq Bīg Dunbulī: Tajribat al-aḥrār wa taslīyat al-
abrār, ed. Ḥasan Qāżī Ṭabāṭabāʾī, Tabriz, 1349/1970, I/480–481.

7 Riyāḥī: op. cit. 234.
8 Muḥammad Hāšim Āṣaf Rustam al-Ḥukamā ,̓ Rustam al-tawārīkh, ed. Mītrā Mihrābādī, Tehran, 

Dunyā-yi Kitāb, 1382/2003, 222; Muḥammad Shafīʽ Ḥusaynī ʽĀmilī: Maḥāfil al-Muʽminīn, ed. 
Ibrāhīm ʽArabpūr, Manṣūr Chaghtāyī, Mashhad, Āstān-i Quds-i Rażawī, 1383/2004, 130; Abū al-
Ḥasan b. Ibrāhīm Qazwīnī: Fawāyid-i Ṣafawīya, ed. Mīr Aḥmadī, Tehran, 1367/1988, 154; Muḥam-
mad Khalīl Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: Majma̔  al-Tawārīkh, ed. ʽAbbās Iqbāl Āshtiyānī, Tehran, Iqbāl, 
1328/1950, 84–85; Riyāḥī: op. cit. 236; Jonas Hanway: The Revolutions of Persia, London, 1753, II/263.

9 Hanway: op. cit. II/287.
10 Riyāḥī: op. cit. 236.
11 Père Louis Bazin: ‘Seconde lettre Du Frere Bazin, contenant les révolutions qui suivirent la mort de 

Thamas Kouli-Khan.’ In Lettres édifiantes et curieuses IV, Paris, 1780, 332.
12 Administrator of a charitable endowment (waqf).
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a letter to Herat inviting ʽAlī Qulī to Mashhad.13 As expected, he accepted the 
invitation and advanced towards Mashhad where Muḥammad Mīrzā greeted him. 
On the same day of his arrival—27 Jumādā II 1160/6 July 1747—he sat on the throne 
of Iran and his royal title became Sulṭān ʽAlī ʽĀdil Shāh.14

In the meantime, he sent troops to Kalāt under the leadership of the Georgian 
Suhrāb Khān to take possession of the treasury of Nādir and his off spring. Th e capture 
of Kalāt was not an easy task given that it was nearly impenetrable, especially with 
so small a force. However, a ladder was left  on the outer side of one of the towers, 
which gave Suhrāb Khān the opportunity to invade the stronghold.15 Obviously, 
they must have had some help from the inside. Based on the accounts of Astarābādī 
and Marwī, sixteen descendants of Nādir Shāh were killed on the spot: three sons 
of Nādir, fi ve sons of Riżā Qulī Mīrzā and eight sons of Naṣrullāh Mīrzā.16 Th e 
other two sons of Nādir, Naṣrullāh Mīrzā and Imām Qulī Mīrzā, fl ed the citadel 
with the 14-year-old Shāh Rukh Mīrzā, but they were eventually apprehended by 
ʽAlī Qulī’s soldiers not far from Marw.17 Th ey were executed in Mashhad, but Shāh 
Rukh Mīrzā was taken to the citadel and the news of his murder was circulated.18

Aft er the elimination of the possible contenders, ʽĀdil Shāh settled on a plan 
to transfer the immense wealth of Nādir Shāh to Mashhad. In order to store it 
properly, a well-guarded depository was built in the city in three months. During 
the construction, the builders received the quadruple of the average wage,19 and 
generally everyone benefi ted from the riches of his uncle.20 One of the fi rst measures 
of ʽĀdil Shāh—and the most noteworthy as well—was the restoration of the Āstān-i 
Quds-i Rażawī’s independence and all its former properties. Th e Tūmār-i ʽAlīshāhī 
was written in this context in Ramażān 1160/September 1747, which is the oldest 
dastūr al-̔ amal (regulations) of the endowment’s revenue and expenditure.21

Th e situation changed soon aft er Khurāsān had been severely hit by a famine and 
ʽĀdil Shāh was forced to secure provisions for the city. He requested them from the 
Kurds of Qūchān but they declined.22 Th us, he set out to subdue the Kurds. Aft er the 

13 Sulṭān Hāshim Mīrzā, Zabūr-i Āl-i Dāwud, ed. ʽAbd al-Ḥusayn Navāʾī, Tehran, Mīrās-i Maktūb, 
1379/2000, 90; Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 96.

14 Astarābādī: op. cit. 427; Abū al-Ḥasan b. Muḥammad Amīn Gulistāna: Mujmal al-tawārīkh pas az 
Nādir, ed. Mudarris Rażawī, Tehran, Dānishgāh-i Tihrān, 1344/1966, 20; Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. 
cit. 97.

15 Gulistāna: op. cit. 19.
16 Astarābādī: op. cit. 427; Marwī: op. cit. 1197–1198. Marwī interestingly counts Shāh Rukh Mīrzā 

too, which is obviously erroneous.
17 Gulistāna: op. cit. 19–20.
18 Astarābādī: op. cit. 426–427; Marwī: op. cit. 1196–1197; Gulistāna: op. cit. 20; Qazwīnī: op. 

cit. 155; Mahmūd b. Ibrāhīm al-Ḥusaynī: Tārīkh-i Aḥmadshāhī, ed. Ghulām Ḥusayn Zarrgarīnižād, 
Tehran, Dānishgāh-i Tihrān, 1384/2005, 122–124.

19 Bazin: op. cit. 330.
20 Astarābādī: op. cit. 428; Gulistāna: op. cit. 21.
21 ʽAzīzullāh ʽAṭārudī: Tārīkh-i Āstān-i Quds-i Rażawī, Tehran, Intishārāt-i ʽAṭārud, 1386/2007, 634.
22 Bazin: op. cit. 331.

ON_2019_4_beliv_eng.indd   46 2019. 11. 19.   19:06:10



Vol. 11, no. 4, 2019

47

András Barati: The Succession Struggle Following the Death of Nādir Shāh

victory he returned to Mashhad with supplies to lower the tensions, but soon after, 
in Ẕū al-Ḥijja 1160/December 1747, he went to Māzandarān. This was unexpected 
considering the harm the famine had caused in the region and particularly in 
Mashhad.23 At the time, the Yomut Turkmens gave shelter to Muḥammad Ḥasan 
Khān Qājār, who was previously able to get away from Nādir Shāh’s camp. Receiving 
the news of the Shāh’s arrival to Astarābād, Muḥammad Ḥasan Khān immediately 
returned to pay his respects and later he was appointed governor (ṣāḥib-i ikhtiyār) 
of Māzandarān. However, at the instigation of Muḥammad ʽAlī Khān Shāmbayātī, 
ʽĀdil Shāh turned against Muḥammad Ḥasan Khān, who managed to escape to the 
Yomut Turkmens under the cover of night. In the morning ̔ Ādil Shāh pursued him, 
but the Yomuts attacked and ransacked the royal camp. Thus, ̔ Ādil Shāh was forced 
to retreat to Māzandarān.24 Upon his return, he received news of the open revolt of 
his brother, Ibrāhīm Mīrzā.25

There are only a few facts available about the early life of Ibrāhīm Mīrzā, much 
like that of his sibling. Originally, his name was Muḥammad ʽAlī Bēg, but after 
the demise of his father he inherited the title Ibrāhīm Mīrzā.26 In the year of the 
Safavid pretender Sām Mīrzā’s revolt, Nādir appointed him as the governor of 
Āẕarbayjān.27 Until the insurrection of his brother, Ibrāhīm Mīrzā had a secure 
place in Nādir’s court as the head of the ḥaram-i shāhī (imperial Seraglio).28 When 
Nādir Shāh intended to execute him, owing to the intervention of the mullā bāshī 
(supreme religious official) and the mu̔ ayyir al-mamālik (chief assayer), he was 
imprisoned and sent to Kalāt instead. However, Ibrāhīm Mīrzā en route escaped 
to his brother.29 With ʽĀdil Shāh’s ascent to the throne he was appointed to the 
governance of ʽIrāq and was sent to Iṣfahān.30

There was a fierce discord between the different contingents of Nādir’s army. 
Since the Qizilbāsh were responsible for the death of Nādir Shāh and they opted 
for ʽAlī Qulī Mīrzā, the Afghān and Uzbek corps distanced themselves from ʽAlī 
Qulī. Some of them left with Aḥmad Khān Abdālī in the direction of Qandahār, but 
the remaining forces joined Ibrāhīm Mīrzā and accompanied him to his new post 
in Iṣfahān.31 As a result of the apparent inefficiency of ʽĀdil Shāh’s policies and the 

23 Muḥammad Jaʽfar bin Muḥammad Ḥusayn Nāʼinī: Jāmi̔ -i Ja̔ farī, ed. Īraj Afshār, Tehran, Anjuman-i 
Āsār-i Millī, 1353/1974, 4. Gulistāna states that after the subjugation of the Kurds, ʽĀdil Shāh set 
course for Māzandarān due to the famine in Khurāsān (Gulistāna: op. cit. 21).

24 Gulistāna: op. cit. 21–22; Astarābādī: op. cit. 428; Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 98; Qazwīnī: op. 
cit. 98.

25 Gulistāna: op. cit. 23.
26 Astarābādī: op. cit. 396.
27 Marwī: op. cit. 1038.
28 Riyāḥī: op. cit. 235.
29 Ibid. 235.
30 Nāʼinī: op. cit. 4.
31 Muḥammad Mahdī bin Muḥammad Riżā al-Iṣfahānī, Niṣf-i Jahān fī ta̔ rīf al-Iṣfahān, ed. Manūchihr 

Sutūda, Tehran, Amīr Kabīr, 1368/1989, 276; Nāʼinī: op. cit. 5.
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Persian miniature. Mi’raj of the Prophet by Sultan Muhammad, showing Chinese-infl uenced clouds and angels, 
1539.
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incitement of the Afghāns and the Uzbeks to challenge the shāh, Ibrāhīm Mīrzā’s 
thirst for power grew so dire that the war between the brothers was inevitable.

Ibrāhīm Mīrzā’s first move was to get hold of Nādir’s artillery in Kirmānshāh. At 
the time Amīr Khān ʽArab Mīshmast was stationed there, by reason of having been 
sent by ʽĀdil Shāh with 8000 cavalry and 50000 tūmān (monetary unit). Ibrāhīm 
Mīrzā entrusted Muḥammad Khān Afshār to capture the city, who defeated Amīr 
Khān Mīshmast and seized Kirmānshāh. In the meantime, ʽĀdil Shāh’s favourite 
commander, Suhrāb Khān, was killed in a ḥammām at the order of Ibrāhīm Mīrzā.32 
As a result of these successful steps, Amīr Khān Mīshmast and the governor of 
Āẕarbayjān, Amīr Aṣlān Khān Afshār, decided to stand with Ibrāhīm Mīrzā.33

ʽĀdil Shāh broke camp and advanced south. The battle took place between 
Sulṭānīya and Zanjān.34 According to Bazin, who accompanied the forces of ʽĀdil 
Shāh, the encounter occurred in June 1748.35 A considerable number of soldiers 
from ʽĀdil Shāh’s army defected to Ibrāhīm Mīrzā, therefore, ʽĀdil Shāh suffered 
defeat and fled to Tehran. The local governor, Mīrzā Muḥsin Khān, took him 
captive and had him blinded.36 After this, he was handed over to the ṣadr37, Mīr 
Sayyid Muḥammad,38 who took him to Mashhad. He was executed at the request 
of Shāh Rukh Mīrzā and the mother of Naṣrullāh Mīrzā.39

The massive desertion during the battle between the brothers shows us that 
ʽĀdil Shāh was extremely powerless. To some extent, this was attributable to the 
massacre of the lineage of Nādir Shāh. However, I am convinced the immediate 
cause of his downfall was the inept administration of the realm and the lack of 
viable policy for tackling the situation that the famine brought about. ʽĀdil Shāh 
increased and ignored the problems at hand instead of addressing them.

Like Nādir, ʽĀdil Shāh also wanted to build a mausoleum in Mashhad for 
himself and his wife, Zīnat Sulṭān Bēgum, alias Gawhar Tāj Bēgum, in the vicinity 
of the Qatlgāh, north of the Ḥaram. Despite his short reign it was erected and 
he allocated a charitable endowment to it. In the waqfnāma40 (Ramażān 1161/
September 1748) it is written that the mausoleum was located at Mazār-i Mīr. This 
place can be identified with the mausoleum of Mīr Fakhr al-Dīn, which has become 
known today as the Qabr-i Sabz and was situated in the Qatlgāh cemetery.41 As 
stated in the deed, his son was designated as mutawallī of the waqf. The number 

32 Gulistāna: op. cit. 24–25.
33 Dunbulī: op. cit. I/486; Gulistāna: op. cit. 23–27; al-Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 128.
34 Dunbulī: op. cit. I/488; Gulistāna: op. cit. 27.
35 Bazin: op. cit. 337.
36 Marwī: op. cit. 1199; Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 85.
37 Chief religious authority.
38 Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 99.
39 Astarābādī: op. cit. 433 (the last entry of the Jahāngushā-yi Nādirī); Gulistāna: op. cit. 36.
40 Deed of endowment.
41 This mausoleum survived every alteration of that area through the centuries and has remained intact. 

Nowadays it can be found next to the Bāzārcha-yi Ḥāj Āqā Jān.
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of attendants and endowed estates give the impression that it must have been a 
building of considerable size.42 At the end of the document the seal of ʽĀdil Shāh 
can be seen.43 A few months aft er the charter had been composed, ʽĀdil Shāh was 
beheaded and buried in the cemetery of the Qatlgāh as a common man.44 Only 
later was his body relocated to the mausoleum and according to the Muntakhab al-
tawārīkh it was positioned in the middle of the Qatlgāh, near to the Ghassālkhāna.45

Aft er his triumph, Ibrāhīm Mīrzā became suspicious of his aid, Amīr Aṣlān 
Khān, and wanted to assassinate him. Having been told about this scheme, Amīr 
Aṣlān Khān rushed into battle, although he was vanquished and retreated. Kāẓim 
Khān lured him to Qarājadāgh, where he detained him and turned him over to 
Ibrāhīm Mīrzā, who executed him and his brother, Sārī Aṣlān Khān.46

Meanwhile in Mashhad the tribal leaders of Western Khurāsān made the 15-year-
old Shāh Rukh the ruler in Shawwāl 1161/October 1748,47 and requested Ibrāhīm 
Mīrzā to pay his respects in person. Ibrāhīm Mīrzā politely declined to do so. He 
was pretending that his rebellion was in favour of Shāh Rukh and rather invited 
him to Iṣfahān for the coronation.48 Ibrāhīm Mīrzā’s purpose was to obtain the 
treasury of Nādir Shāh. However, the nobles of Khurāsān saw through his bidding 
and asked Ibrāhīm to come to Mashhad as a gesture of good faith.49 An impasse 
was taking shape, hence Ibrāhīm chose to reveal his true intentions and headed for 
Tabriz where he was crowned in Ẕū al-Ḥijja 1161/December 1748.50 Subsequently, 
he gathered his army and set forth to Khurāsān.51

Taking heed of the advice of the tribal leaders, Shāh Rukh sent Mūsā Khān 
Afshār Ṭārumī, as the general of ʽIrāq, with the task to repel the attack of Ibrāhīm 
Shāh.52 Th e battle took place in the vicinity of Simnān, during which Ibrāhīm 
Shāh’s Qizilbāsh troops assaulted his Afghān and Uzbek companies. Under the 
leadership of Allāhyār Khān, Afghān and Uzbek soldiers were stationed in Qum. 
Aft er they learned what had happened, chaos erupted, and they ransacked the 
city.53 Ibrāhīm Shāh was forced to withdraw, although Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad, 
who was left  in charge of the city by Ibrāhīm Shāh,54 did not allow him to enter 

42 Th e copy of this document was shown to me at the Pižūhishhā-yi Islāmī-yi Āstān-i Quds-i Rażawī.
43 Th e text reads as follows: یلع تیالو هاش هدنب هلل کلملا
44 Gulistāna: op. cit. 36; Astarābādī: op. cit. 433 (the date is probably Jumādā II 1162/May–June 

1749).
45 Mullā Muḥammad Hāshim Khurāsānī: Muntakhab al-Tawārīkh, Tehran, Islāmīya, 1347/1968, 702.
46 Mīrzā Rashīd Adīb al-Shu a̔rāʼ: Tārīkh-i Afshār, ed. Parwīz Shahriyār Afshār, Maḥmūd Rāmiyān, 

Tabriz, Intishārāt-i Shūrā-yi Markazī-yi Jashn-i Millī, 1346/1967, 102–103.
47 Gulistāna: op. cit. 30.
48 Ibid. 29; Nāʼinī: op. cit. 7.
49 Marwī: 1199 (the last entry of the ʽĀlamārā-yi Nādirī).
50 Gulistāna: op. cit. 30
51 Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 99.
52 Dunbulī: op. cit. II/2.
53 Hāshim Mīrzā: op. cit. 92.
54 Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 99.
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the city. Eventually, a part of the Afghān and Uzbek troops joined Shāh Rukh’s 
forces and the others fled.55 Ibrāhīm Shāh managed to escape to Qalʽa-yi Qalāpūr, 
where he was captured and turned over to Mūsā Khān Afshār Ṭārumī. As might 
be expected, he was blinded and sent to Mashhad. He died on the road before 
reaching his destination.56

The bulk of our sources recount the abovementioned events in the same way. 
However, the Rustam al-Tawārīkh has an intriguing remark on the circumstances. 
Ibrāhīm Shāh’s artillery had been stuck in the mud and they had to be fired in 
order to pull them out. The army was not notified about this by mistake and 
was under the impression that they were attacked by the enemy. As a result, the 
army fell in disorder.57 However, Dunbulī claims that the captain of the artillery, 
the aforementioned Amīr Khān ʽArab Mīshmast, was aiming at Ibrāhīm Mīrzā’s 
army deliberately.58 We can safely presume that both the Qizilbāsh and Amīr Khān 
Mīshmast’s revolts are plausible, although the insinuation of the Rustam al-Tawārīkh 
about Amīr Khān Mīshmast’s incompetency appears to be unlikely.

Taking into consideration the events surrounding the reigns of ʽĀdil Shāh and 
Ibrāhīm Shāh, the absence of a firm central command seems to be the prevailing 
pattern. Furthermore, Ibrāhīm Shāh deeply miscalculated the extent of the hostility 
between the Qizilbāsh and the Afghāns,59 and as it had been previously suggested, 
he was heavily under the influence of the latter faction. For that reason, when 
Ibrāhīm Shāh’s victory was within sight—and the recurrence of Afghan dominance 
it would bring with it—the Qizilbāsh turned against him immediately. Besides, his 
hostility towards Amīr Aṣlān Khān made ineffective his effort to consolidate his 
position further.

2� The rise of the tribal factions in Khurāsān

We are quite well-informed concerning the early life of Shāh Rukh. After the 
coronation of Ṭahmāsp II (r. 1730–1732) in Iṣfahān—with the intervention of Mīrzā 
Abū al-Qāsim Kāshī and the mu̔ ayyir al-mamālik—Nādir60 married one of Ṭahmāsp 
II’s sisters and made another sister of the shāh, Fāṭima Sulṭān Bēgum, be wedded to 
his eldest son, Riżā Qulī Mīrzā.61 The news that Riżā Qulī Mīrzā’s son, Shāh Rukh, 
was born, reached the court in Nawrūz of 1146/March 1734.62 Nādir granted him 

55 Dunbulī: op. cit. II/1–2.
56 Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 86–87; Gulistāna: op. cit. 32–38; Muḥammad Ṣādiq Nāmī: Tārīkh-i 

Gītīgushā, ed. Saʽīd Nafīsī, Tehran, Amīr Kabīr, 1363/1984, 11.
57 Rustam al-Ḥukamāʼ: op. cit. 223.
58 Dunbulī: op. cit. II/1.
59 Hāshim Mīrzā: op. cit. 93.
60 His title at the time was Ṭahmāsp Qulī Khān, to be precise.
61 Marwī: op. cit. 121–122.
62 Astarābādī: op. cit. 226.
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the city of Herat63 and aft er the return of the shāh from India he sent for Shāh Rukh 
and instructed him to mint coins in Herat in his name.64

As Nādir Shāh became over-suspicious with time, he decided to dispatch Shāh 
Rukh to Kalāt and there he stayed until ʽAlī Qulī’s rise to power.65 It has been 
mentioned before that he was the only survivor of the massacre. By reason of his 
lineage, he could have been useful in the hands of ʽĀdil Shāh if by any chance 
unrest occurred regarding his rule. Interestingly, both al-Ḥusaynī and Gulistāna 
imply that the prominence of Shāh Rukh originated from his Safavid background 
and they clearly regard the Nādirid parentage as less relevant.66 However, as the 
issue of discontent with ʽĀdil Shāh among the courtiers did not arise, consequently 
Shāh Rukh remained in prison until ʽĀdil Shāh’s death, aft er which the tribal 
leaders placed him on the throne.67 With the death of Ibrāhīm Shāh and ʽĀdil Shāh 
it seemed there was no rival left . Muḥammad Ḥasan Khān Qājār disobeyed for a 
short period of time, but eventually he yielded to Shāh Rukh’s commander.68

Directly aft er the death of Nādir Shāh, authority was shift ed into the possession 
of the Kurdish, Arabic and Turkish tribal leaders in Western Khurāsān. Th e 15-year-
old Shāh Rukh had only nominal command. Genuine control rested in the hands 
of those amīrs who put him on the throne.69 Since the power was not divided and 
balanced equally between the grandees, Shāh Rukh’s reign was not stable. Th e amīrs 
who were side-lined—or fell out of the inner circle—formed the shāh’s opposition. 
Soon the opponents of Shāh Rukh gathered around Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad. Given 
his lineage, he posed a direct threat to Shāh Rukh’s rule that was unacceptable in 
the eyes of the young Shāh’s followers.

Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad was Safavid on his maternal side and Alawi on his 
paternal side. We are provided with a lot of details about his life. His father, Mīrzā 
Dāwud, started his career in the offi  ce of the istīfāʼ-yi mawqūfāt-i kull-i mamālik70, 
but soon aft er he was promoted to ṣadr. His next appointment was the position 
of mutawallī of the Āstān-i Quds-i Rażawī from the year of 1110/1698–1699.71 He 
ascended to a prominent position in the court of Sulṭān Ḥusayn (r. 1694–1722) and 
became a close aide of the shāh. Mīrzā Dāwud married one of Sulaymān Shāh’s (r. 
1666–1694) daughters, Shahrbānū Bēgum, and one year later, in Jumādā II 1126/
June 1714, Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad was born in Iṣfahān. During the siege of Iṣfahān, 
he was taken to Yazd in secret by Sulṭān Bāfaqī Sayyid at the command of Sulṭān 

63 Marwī: op. cit. 239.
64 Ibid. 828; Qazwīnī: op. cit. 151:
ناشن و مان خرهاش زا تاره رد دیاب هکس نارق بحاص ردان ناهاش هاش زا دش رما 
65 Marwī: op. cit. 1194.
66 al-Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 124; Gulistāna: op. cit. 20.
67 Gulistāna: op. cit. 30.
68 al-Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 134.
69 al-Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 136.
70 Revenue offi  ce of the charitable endowments.
71 Hāshim Mīrzā: op. cit. 48–49.
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Hosayn.72 After the death of Sulṭān Ḥusayn, Ṭahmāsp II found it preferable to keep 
him close, since his spiritual stature was significant among the people. Muḥammad 
Khān Turkistānughlū was sent to bring him to Qazwīn. When the shāh decided 
to move into Khurāsān, he sent Muḥammad Mīrzā to Bārfurūsh and appointed 
Allāh Qulī Khān Qājār for his protection.73 Following the coronation, Ṭahmāsp II 
requested the presence of Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad and gave him the hand of one of 
his sisters.74

With the ascension of Nādir Shāh to Persia’s throne Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad, 
Ṭahmāsp II and the latter’s sister—and also the former’s mother—were sent to 
Sabzawār. Following the shāh’s return from India, Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad was 
summoned to Mashhad and Nādir offered him the position of ṣadr. Nonetheless, 
Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad’s mother did not allow it, therefore, he refused the offer 
and travelled to Iṣfahān. Years later, his mother passed away and Nādir sent for 
Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad. The shāh appointed him as mutawallī of the Āstān-i Quds-i 
Rażawī in 1156/1743–1744,75 the position he held for approximately four years. 
The Majma̔  al-tawārīkh tells us he was the mutawallī for seven years, although the 
documents say otherwise. Based on a small number of official documents, he could 
not have held the position after 1160/1747, since Mīrzā Muḥammad Ibrāhīm Rażawī 
Ḥusaynī was appointed to mutawallī in that year.76 He was probably replaced for 
a short period of time in 1163/1750 during the reign of Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad, 
nevertheless, it seems he was reinstated after that, as it is proved by a financial 
record of his dating back to 1164/1751.77

Consequently, at the time of Nādir’s death Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad was the 
highest authority in Mashhad. He respected ʽAlī Qulī’s position as the actual 
governor of Mashhad and enabled him to ascend to the throne. In return, ʽĀdil 
Shāh appointed him as ṣadr,78 and he always accompanied the royal camp, thus 
to Qūchān and Māzandarān, too.79 As it is claimed by the Zabūr-i āl-i dāwud, Mīr 
Sayyid Muḥammad was constantly fomenting discontent among the supporters 
of the shāh.80 Following the victory of Ibrāhīm Mīrzā, Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad 
was appointed the mutawallī of the Āstān-i Quds in Qum,81 where he played a 
decisive role in his master’s defeat. Shāh Rukh ordered him to return to Mashhad 

72 Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 92–93.
73 Hāshim Mīrzā: op. cit. 85–86.
74 Ibid. 86.
75 Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 95.
76 Document Nos.: 32087, 32013, 32090, 32006 (Central Library of the Āstān-i Quds-i Rażawī).
77 Document No.: 36151 (Central Library of the Āstān-i Quds-i Rażawī).
78 Hāshim Mīrzā: op. cit. 91.
79 Muḥammad Ḥasan Khān Iʽtimād al-Salṭana: Tārīkh-i Muntaẓam-i Nāṣirī, ed. Muḥammad Ismāʽīl 

Riżwānī, Tehran, Dunyā-yi Kitāb, 1367/1988, 1143.
80 Hāshim Mīrzā: op. cit. 91.
81 Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 99.
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immediately. Th e urgency was due to the fact that both Ibrāhīm Mīrzā and ʽAlī 
Qulī were in his camp as prisoners.82

Regarding the relationship between Shāh Rukh and Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad, 
the sources are confl icting. Some of them regard Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad as a 
usurper and a fraud, who was capable of anything to get his hands on the throne 
and he was instigating the amīrs to murder Shāh Rukh.83 As stated by John Malcolm, 
he abused his father’s prestige and was stirring up the people against their king.84 
Other authors portray Shāh Rukh as a hypocrite, who wanted to assassinate Mīr 
Sayyid Muḥammad out of jealousy.85

According to our chronicles, Shāh Rukh was adamant that Mīr Sayyid 
Muḥammad be killed, and at one point made a proposition to Bihbūd Khān: in 
exchange for the assassination of Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad, he would be promoted 
to regent (wakīl). Bihbūd Khān refused the off er and the next day he was arrested 
in front of the court. Th is action triggered the events that led to the coup. At fi rst, 
Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad refused the request of the newly formed alliance to sit 
on the throne.86 However, aft er Bihbūd Khān’s case, Mīr ʽAlam Khān Khuzayma, 
the leader of the Arab tribes, and sixteen other amīrs approached Mīr Sayyid 
Muḥammad on 20 Muḥarram 1163/30 December 1749. Mīr ʽAlam Khān greeted 
him as shāh and asked him to accept the crown, which he graciously did.87

Th e opportunity for the overthrow of the shāh came with the departure of 
Yūsuf ʽAlī Khān Jalāyir from the city of Mashhad, who was the head of the faction 
of the Turks and the primary supporter of Shāh Rukh. Mīr ʽAlam Khān Khuzayma 
and the Kurds, led by Ja̔ far Khān Za̔ farānlū, placed Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad on 
the throne on 5 Ṣafar 1163/14 January 1750. He assumed the title of Sulaymān II. 
Although Shāh Rukh was captured, he was left  alive.88

Gulistāna mentions an incident according to which Shāh Rukh was informed 
about the intent of his deposition and anticipated one of ʽĀdil Shāh’s sons to be the 
successor. Hence in corporation with the eunuchs (khwāja sarā), he gave the order to 
kill his fi ve children. Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad was notifi ed directly and succeeded 
in saving two of them, Ḥasan Mīrzā and Ḥusayn Mīrzā.89

Th e narrative of the events told by the historians, who were biased towards Mīr 
Sayyid Muḥammad, seems inconsistent and dubious at some parts, nevertheless, 

82 Gulistāna: op. cit. 30–36; Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 105.
83 Bazin: op. cit. 343, 345; al-Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 147.
84 Malcolm, John: Th e History of Persia from the Most Early Period to the Present Time, London, John Mur-

ray, 1829, II/111.
85 Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 107.
86 Gulistāna: op. cit. 38; Hāshim Mīrzā: op. cit. 95.
87 Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 110; Gulistāna: op. cit. 41–43.
88 Gulistāna: op. cit. 45; Niebuhr, Carsten: Safarnāma, translated by Parwīz Rajabī, Tehran, Int-

ishārāt-i Tūkā, 1354/1975, 197; Bazin: op. cit. 344–345.
89 Gulistāna: op. cit. 44–45. According to Marʽashī Ḥusaynī their names were Raḥīm Mīrzā and Ḥasan 

Mīrzā (Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 113).
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one point is evidently clear. On account of Shāh Rukh’s young age he was in no 
possession of independent decision-making ability. He was not able to conduct the 
affairs of state, let alone oversee the prevalent power relations. In fact, we can safely 
assume that the tribal leaders loyal to Shāh Rukh took actions against the Sayyid. 
However, Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad was an experienced statesman and clearly had a 
claim for the throne.

On the first day of his reign, Sulaymān II went to the Āstān-i Quds-i Rażawī 
and arranged the transport of Nādir Shāh’s body to the Ḥaram.90 Among his 
first actions were the new administrative appointments. Not unexpectedly, his 
supporters were nominated to the highest ranks: Mīr ʽAlam Khān as regent (wakīl), 
Bihbūd Khān as governor (sardār wa bēglerbēg) of Khurāsān, Aḥmad Khān Bayāt 
as qūrchī bāshī,91 Amīr Khān ʽArab Mīshmast as tūpchī bāshī,92 Amīr Mihrāb Khān as 
nāẓir-i kārkhānajāt-i shāhī93 and Muḥammad Ḥasan Khān Qājār as governor (sardār 
wa bēglerbēg) of Māzandarān, as well as chamberlain (ishīkāqāsī bāshī). Also worthy 
of note is the designation of his elder son, Sulṭān Dāwud Mīrzā, as mutawallī and 
Mīrzā Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad Mūsawī’s appointment as his deputy (nāʽib al-
tawlīya).94

Soon afterwards, Mīr ʽAlam Khān Khuzayma and the leading nobles concluded 
that Shāh Rukh needed to die. No matter how much they insisted on killing Shāh 
Rukh, Sulaymān II did not allow it. The previous ishīkāqāsī bāshī, Muḥammad Riżā 
Bēg, was instructed to guard the Palace where Shāh Rukh was held and with the 
exception of five eunuchs (khwāja sarā) no one had permission to enter or exit the 
premises.95 When the shāh left for Rādkān for hunting, the amīrs took action. Mīr 
ʽAlam Khān summoned Muḥammad Riżā Bēg, and in the meanwhile Amīr Khān 
Qarāʽī and Amīr Mihrāb Khān went to the Chahārbāgh Palace, where the guards 
let them pass and they blinded Shāh Rukh in the harem.96 Sulaymān II was furious 
at the amīrs who had been involved in the plot. Even though they were replaced, 
eventually they were reinstated a few days after.97

The position and role of Sulaymān II in the incident is not clear. According to 
the Tārīkh-i Aḥmadshāhī Sulaymān II orchestrated it entirely, because he regarded 
Shāh Rukh as the only obstacle standing in the way of his supremacy. The amīrs 
were reluctant at first, nonetheless they carried out the order.98 As we have stated 
before, the tribal leaders were the real powerbrokers in Western Khurāsān, acting 
autonomously. Therefore, it seems plausible that it was their decision only to blind 

90 Gulistāna: op. cit. 45.
91 Commander of the Turkmen tribal cavalry.
92 Commander of the artillery.
93 Steward of the Royal Household.
94 Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 119–120; Gulistāna: op. cit. 46–47.
95 Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 113.
96 Gulistāna: op. cit. 50.
97 Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 128–131; Gulistāna: op.cit. 50–52; Qazwīnī: op. cit. 155.
98 al-Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 147–148.

ON_2019_4_beliv_eng.indd   55 2019. 11. 19.   19:06:13



VOL. 11, NO. 4, 2019

56

Shāh Rukh. Based on this scenario, the extent of involvement of Sulaymān II must 
have been small.

However, Sulaymān II’s reign soon reached its end. As a result of the 
dethronement of Shāh Rukh, Sulaymān II was in confl ict with a great number of 
amīrs of the region, which led to an unstable government. Moreover, he made the 
wealthy landowners dissatisfi ed with one of his decrees, upon which he granted tax 
exemption to the people for three years.99 In addition, Sulaymān II had decided to 
send Karam Khān Afghān and Muḥammad Ṣāliḥ Bēg Afshār with a letter to Aḥmad 
Shāh Durrānī (r. 1747–1772), in which he demanded the Afghān ruler’s submission 
and the cities of Herat and Qandahār. Aḥmad Shāh killed Ṣāliḥ Bēg and imprisoned 
Karam Khān. In response to this, Sulaymān II dispatched Bihbūd Khān, Amīr 
Khān Mīshmast and Amīr Ma̔ ṣūm Khān, brother of ʽAlam Khān Khuzayma, and 
a few other commanders with an army in the direction of Herat. Th ey successfully 
accomplished their mission and ousted the infant Tīmūr Khān, son of Aḥmad Shāh, 
from the city.100 Th ese measures were not received by unanimous consent, either, 
and caused only disruption among his followers.

Shāh Rukh’s supporters saw the funeral of Amīr Mihrāb Khān, a relative of Mīr 
ʽAlam Khān Khuzayma, as their opportunity to take action against Sulaymān II. 
Under the leadership of Yūsuf ʽAlī Khān Jalāyir they stormed the Chahārbāgh and 
captured the shāh. He was blinded and taken to the citadel.101 Th e role of Shāh 
Rukh’s Jalāyir wife in the coup cannot be understated. She is to be considered as the 
main instigator who mobilised the dissenting elements in favour of her husband. A 
key factor was her claim that Shāh Rukh was not blind.102 Aft er the disappointing 
revelation, Shāh Rukh’s followers made everyone believe that he was sighted and 
perfectly fi t to rule.103 On 11 Rabīʽ II 1163/20 March 1750 Shāh Rukh ascended to 
the throne again. Mīr Sayyid Muḥammad died of tuberculosis in 1177/1763–1764 
and was buried in the Ḥaram of Imām Riżā.104

3� Concluding remarks

With Shāh Rukh’s return to power the succession struggle eventually came to an 
end in Western Khurāsān aft er nearly three years.

Even though Shāh Rukh was dissuaded by his proponents to advance into 
Western Iran,105 he would not have been able to reassert his control over ʽIrāq and 
Āẕarbayjān, since the region was ruled by the powerful coalition of Zagros tribes 
99 Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 121–123, 134.
100 Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 123–28; Gulistāna: op. cit. 47–49.
101 Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 131–137, 145; Gulistāna: op. cit. 55–58.
102 Gulistāna: op. cit. 54.
103 Ibid. 55–56.
104 Mar a̔shī Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 131–137, 145; Gulistāna: op. cit. 55–58.
105 al-Ḥusaynī: op. cit. 112.
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commanded by the Bakhtiyārīs at the time (and later by the Zands). The authority 
of Shāh Rukh further deteriorated when Aḥmad Shāh Durrānī turned his attention 
to the Nādirid successor state.106

Be that as it may, the major political forces started to take shape in Western 
Khurāsān shortly after the assassination of Nādir Shāh. The real powerbrokers in 
the region turned out to be the three factions of the Arabs, Turks and Kurds. The 
incessant conflicts between the chieftains of these confederacies marked heavily 
the long reign of Shāh Rukh, who was not able to maintain an equilibrium among 
them. Despite his—and Sulaymān II’s—Safavid descent, on which their legitimacy 
rested, he was compelled to manoeuvre between the competing tribal interests 
and to adapt to the shifting dominance of factions. The suzerainty of Shāh Rukh 
over Western Khurāsān was nominal; in reality, it extended only to the gates of 
Mashhad.

Abstract

Over the course of the turbulent history of eighteenth-century Iran, Nādir Shāh Afshār’s reign 
(r� 1736–1747) is to be regarded as an exceedingly significant turning point� Following the 
death of Nādir Shāh, succession struggles broke out, which lasted for several years and led 
to the disintegration of the vast empire and to the diminution of sovereignty of the Nādirid 
descendants� After the reign of ̔ Alī Qulī Mīrzā and Ibrāhīm Mīrzā (1747–1749), the territory 
of the successor state decreased significantly and its internal functioning was based on a delicate 
equilibrium between the ruler Shāh Rukh (r� 1748–1750; 1750–1796) and the different tribal 
factions of Western Khurāsān� This article engages the events of the contest for power after the 
assassination of Nādir Shāh to explore the origin of this tribal resurgence and the precursors of 
the Nādirid successors’ loss of political weight in Iran�
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Rezümé

Irán 18. századi viharos történelmében Nādir Shāh Afshār (1736–1747) uralkodá-
sa jelenti az egyik legjelentősebb fordulópontot. Nādir Shāh halálát követően egy 
több éven át tartó örökösödési háború vette kezdetét, mely a nagy kiterjedésű biro-
dalom szétszakadásához és a Nādirida utódok hatalmi pozícióinak csökkenéséhez 
vezetett. ʽAlī Qulī Mīrzā és Ibrāhīm Mīrzā uralkodása (1747–1749) után az utódál-
lam területe jelentősen leszűkült és belső működése a Shāh Rukh (1748–1750; 1750–
1796) és Nyugat-Khurāsān különböző törzsi vezetői közötti egyensúlyon alapult. 

106 Christine Noelle-Karimi: The Pearl in its Midst: Herat and the Mapping of Khurasan (15th-19th Centuries), 
Vienna, Verlag der ÖAW, 2014, 121–126.
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Jelen tanulmány célja a Nādir Shāh halála utáni örökösödési háború eseményeinek 
részletes elemzésével a törzsi újjáéledés kezdeteinek és a Nādiridák autoritásának 
elvesztésének a feltérképezése.
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újjáéledés
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