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Revisiting the Ottoman Siege of Baghdad during the Reign of
Shah Abbas I of the Safavids: A Documentary Re-reading
Based on Unpublished Sources

Ali Abolkasemi’

This article, drawing on the lesser-known manuscript Makatib-e Mukhtalifa
(Various Correspondences), revisits the Siege of Baghdad in 1036 AH (1626
CE) during the reign of Shah Abbas I. Unlike most previous studies, which have
relied primarily on historiographical sources, the present study seeks to analyze
the diplomatic and military dimensions of this event from the perspective of
primary sources by examining the correspondence exchanged between Zaynel
Khan Shamlu, the Qizilbash Commander-in-Chief, and Hafiz Ahmed Pasha, the
Ottoman Grand Vizier. Comprising nine letters written in Turkish, these
correspondences provide access to adistinct level of information, including
military strategies, decision-making logic, and the psychological atmosphere
prevailing in the opposing camps. The central research question is what image
these correspondences present of the military and diplomatic dimensions of the
siege and in what ways they differ from Safavid and Ottoman historiographical
narratives. The research hypothesis is that correspondence documents, as
compared to narrative sources, offer more precise and detailed information
regarding field conditions, military strategies, and diplomatic interactions.
Employing a historical-analytical method, the study involves the critical editing,
translation, and content analysis of the correspondences, followed by their
comparison ‘with Safavid and Ottoman sources. The findings indicate that the
Siege of Baghdad was not merely a military confrontation but also an arena of
prestige rivalry and diplomatic engagement; the Qizilbash sought direct battle,
while the Ottomans aimed to avoid it and sustain a war of attrition. Moreover, the
shift in the tone of the correspondence from provocation and incitement to
reconciliation reflects the evolving military and political conditions of both parties.
Accordingly, the Makatib-e Mukhtalifa manuscript can contribute to a more
precise reconstruction of the political and military logic of the Siege of Baghdad
and of Safavid—Ottoman relations, while supplementing existing narratives.
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