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With the establishment of the Safavid dynasty and the dissolution of the
feudal lords, the Safavid monarchs—who were inclined toward art,
science, and literature—initiated the founding of libraries and the
collection and preservation of books within these institutions. Numerous
libraries were established during this period by the Safavid kings. Books
and libraries played a significant role in maximizing the resources
available for the pursuit of truth by the monarchs, governors, scholars,
teachers, and researchers of the Safavid era. Therefore, it was through
books and libraries that, by means of collecting, organizing, and
disseminating information, a vital role in the enhancement of awareness
and knowledge dissemination was fulfilled. Among these libraries,
reference can be made to the library of Hazrat Abd al-Azim al-Hasani
(peace be upon him) in the city of Rey. Similar to other libraries, most
of the books collected at this location were aimed at fostering and
elevating the official religion of the state. This study has been written
using the historical research method, which is descriptive-analytical in
nature. It is also worth noting that the absence of historical documents
pertaining to the city of Rey and its libraries has posed challenges to
research in this area.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The cultural lifeline of any civilization flows through its books and libraries, as these institutions
preserve, organize, and disseminate knowledge across generations. In the case of Iran, this continuity
found remarkable expression during the Safavid era, when the establishment of the Safavid dynasty
heralded a new phase in intellectual and cultural development. The monarchs of this era, notably Shah
Abbas I, were passionate patrons of the arts and sciences. With the suppression of the feudal system, they
laid a robust foundation for the promotion of scholarship by founding numerous libraries and collecting
rare manuscripts. Libraries became more than mere repositories of texts; they evolved into strategic
centers for safeguarding religious doctrines, particularly Shi’ism, and disseminating knowledge in a
rapidly centralizing state. In cities like Isfahan, Mashhad, and Rey, libraries were often established
alongside significant religious shrines, thereby imbuing these sacred spaces with intellectual gravitas.
Among these, the library of Hazrat Abd al-Azim al-Hasani in Rey holds historical significance, especially
considering the cultural devastation the city experienced over centuries of foreign invasions. Rey, once a
center of knowledge and scholarship, saw its institutions reconstructed in the Safavid era as part of a larger
religious and cultural revival that sought not only to preserve but to propagate Shiite thought through
textual means (Jafarian, 2010).

The evolution of library systems in Iran can be traced to two main historical periods: pre-Islamic
and Islamic. While the pre-lIslamic period laid the structural foundations for knowledge preservation, it
was the Islamic era that transformed the library into a multifunctional cultural and religious institution.
During the Abbasid Caliphate, institutions like the Bayt al-Hikmah in Baghdad served as models for later
Iranian libraries. However, the Mongol invasions dealt a catastrophic blow to this cultural infrastructure.
Major centers of learning, particularly in Khurasan and Transoxiana, were razed, and entire libraries were
burned or looted. Yet, certain visionary figures like Rashid al-Din Fazlullah and Khwaja Nasir al-Din Tusi
attempted to salvage what remained and established new centers such as the library at the Maragheh
observatory and the famous Rab'-e Rashidi library in Tabriz (Rashid al-Din Fazlullah et al., 1971). These
efforts laid the groundwork for the resurgence of library culture during the Timurid and subsequent
Safavid periods. In these eras, libraries transformed into not only centers of learning but also hubs of
artistic activity. Books were produced with meticulous calligraphy, illumination, and binding, turning
them into masterpieces of Islamic art. This tradition was carried forward robustly into the Safavid period,
where royal patronage extended to private, institutional, and shrine-based libraries alike.

During the Safavid period, the production and collection of books reached new heights. Major
cities like Tabriz, Qazvin, and Isfahan became centers of literary activity, where thousands of scribes were
engaged in transcribing texts. The emphasis on manuscript culture rather than printing—despite the
availability of printing technology in Europe—meant that books were rare, labor-intensive commodities.
Some scholars lamented this overreliance on manuscript tradition, noting that it restricted public access to
knowledge. Notably, foreign observers such as Raphael du Mans and Jean Chardin critiqued the absence
of printing presses in Iran, attributing it variously to climatic conditions, cultural preferences, and political
resistance (Babaei & Amiri, 2019; Mir Ahmadi, 1990). Nevertheless, the Safavid commitment to books and
libraries remained unwavering. Several renowned libraries emerged during this period, including the
library of Sheikh Safi al-Din’s shrine in Ardabil, the royal libraries of Shah Isma'il and Shah Tahmasp in
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Tabriz, and the opulent collections of Prince Ibrahim Mirza and Shah Abbas | in Mashhad and Isfahan.
These libraries were not only centers for storage and display but also spaces where texts were copied,
illuminated, and read—albeit primarily by elites and scholars with privileged access.

Amid this broader cultural milieu, the city of Rey, despite its historical decline, retained symbolic
and spiritual significance due to the shrine of Hazrat Abd al-Azim al-Hasani. Historical references suggest
that even though no official records exist of large-scale libraries in Rey during the Safavid era, the presence
of religious institutions and scholarly figures implies the continued operation of educational and archival
centers. Indeed, the shrine of Hazrat Abd al-Azim had a rich tradition of housing both madrasas and
libraries. The catastrophic invasions by Timur, the Ghaznavids, and the Mongols had devastated these
institutions, but efforts during the Safavid period to reinvigorate the city included cultural investments in
its religious and educational infrastructure. Shah Abbas I’s personal donation of 120 handwritten books
to the shrine’s library stands as a testament to the enduring importance of Rey as a spiritual and scholarly
hub (Aqili, 2001). Among these donated texts was the manuscript “Kifayat al-Ta’lim fi Sina’at al-Tanjim,”
a treatise on astronomy and astrology, which was later rediscovered and returned to the library after being
lost for decades (Homayoun Farokh, 1968).

The shrine’s library was significant not only for its religious symbolism but also for its intellectual
value. Reports from the period describe manuscripts unique to the library, including historical texts such
as “Muntaqalat al-Talibin,” which chronicled the movements and martyrdoms of the Prophet’s
descendants. These rare books reflected the ideological and doctrinal orientation of the Safavid state,
which sought to reinforce Shiite narratives through carefully curated literary collections (Sahafi Nejad &
Zamani Nejad, 2003). The shrine’s library was further endowed with structured access policies, and at one
point, it even functioned as a public reading space. Its holdings were eventually transferred in part to the
Astan Quds Razavi Library in Mashhad during the later decline of local institutions in Rey. Yet, evidence
from biographical dictionaries and travelogues indicates that the library served not just as a static
repository, but as a dynamic center of study and religious discourse. Even anecdotal accounts, such as that
of a Safavid scholar who studied the “Risalah Ithna Ashariyyah” within the shrine’s library, point to its
continued scholarly use deep into the period.

Although direct information about the administrative structure of the shrine’s library is lacking, it
is possible to extrapolate from contemporary institutions like the royal libraries in Tabriz and Isfahan.
These libraries were typically divided into two main components: the cataloguing and preservation
departments, and the scriptorium or kitabt-khana, where manuscripts were copied and adorned. The kitabt-
khana employed a host of specialized artisans, including calligraphers, illuminators, gilders, and binders,
all of whom collaborated to produce texts of exceptional aesthetic and intellectual quality (Ajand, 2005).
There was also the so-called “portrait house” (sirat-khana), a special section where artists created and
stored intricate designs used for manuscript illustration. These features suggest that even local libraries
like that of the Hazrat Abd al-Azim shrine, especially those receiving royal endowments, likely emulated
such hierarchical and specialized structures. The production and care of manuscripts during this time
represented a confluence of spirituality, artistry, and scholarship that defined the broader ethos of Safavid
intellectual life.

In sum, the case of the Hazrat Abd al-Azim library in Rey illuminates the localized manifestations
of the broader cultural and religious policies of the Safavid state. Shah Abbas I’s personal involvement in
endowing the library indicates a dual motive: on one hand, the fulfillment of a religious vow following
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personal illness, and on the other, a calculated reinforcement of the Safavid state’s religious legitimacy
through intellectual patronage. The library’s holdings, organizational practices, and connections with
scholars of the time show that it was not a peripheral or symbolic institution but a functional and
meaningful center of learning. Despite the challenges of invasions, decentralization, and the absence of a
printing industry, such institutions played a vital role in preserving Shiite scholarship and facilitating
religious education. The fact that many of the books donated by Shah Abbas still exist—though dispersed
among various collections—serves as a lasting testament to their historical significance. These libraries,
while elite in their access and scope, contributed to the vibrant manuscript culture of early modern Iran
and anchored the city of Rey within the spiritual and intellectual cartography of the Safavid Empire.

The Safavid period, spanning over two centuries, deeply influenced the intellectual and cultural
landscape of Iran. While the central cities such as Isfahan and Tabriz became prominent hubs for book
production and library expansion, smaller yet significant cities like Rey also played a part in this cultural
renaissance. Although documentation about libraries in Rey is sparse, the existence of the Hazrat Abd al-
Azim library—fueled by Shah Abbas I’s donations—reveals the city's ongoing importance in religious
and scholarly terms. The legacy of this library, despite the loss of many manuscripts, continues to echo in
historical narratives and extant collections. Ultimately, the Safavid commitment to knowledge, religion,
and artistic excellence found a meaningful expression in the libraries they nurtured, including the one in
Rey, which symbolized a confluence of sacred space and scholarly pursuit.
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