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Introduction

Tun (present-day Ferdows) is an ancient city in southern Khorasan, which
from the Sasanian era up to the Safavid period was part of the historical
province of Qahestan. Within the political structure of Qahestan, the city held
a peripheral or secondary status. In the 10th century AH (16th century CE),
with the rise of the Safavid state and a fundamental transformation in the
administrative structure of Qahestan, this province disintegrated. Gradually,
Tun was elevated from the periphery to the center of the new regional
structure—an event that reflected Safavid regional policy and the
reorganization of Iran's eastern borders against Uzbek threats. The core
question of this research is to explain the how and why of this transformation:
How did a city with a secondary status in Qahestan become the political,
religious, and military axis of southern Khorasan during the Safavid era? By
examining the historical developments of this city from the late 9th to ntil the
end of the Safavid period, this study analyzes the factors effective in this
change. The main hypothesis is that the rise of Tun resulted from a multi-
layered interaction of political and geographical factors. A review of the
research background also indicates that this specific question has not yet been
addressed by scholars.

Research Methodology

This research has been conducted using a descriptive-analytical approach
based on the critical historiography method. Data were gathered from primary
historical texts of the Timurid and Safavid periods, such as Rawzat al-Jannat
fi Awsaf Madinat Harat, Alam-ara-ye Abbasi, Rawzat al-Safaviyya, Khulasat
al-Tawarikh, Futuhat-e Humaytn, and Ihya al-Mulik. Archaeological data
and architectural evidence (inscriptions and Iran National Heritage List) have
also been used in analyzing the physical transformations of the city. Data
analysis was performed inductively and comparatively; meaning that



historical developments, in light of objective evidence and uncovered
documents, were examined at three temporal levels (pre-Safavid, Safavid, and
post-Safavid) and the process of Tun's centralization was explained within the
broader context of Safavid regional policies.

Findings and Conclusion

The research shows that the process of Tun's elevation began in the 10th
century AH, when the Safavid dynasty dismantled the longstanding structure
of Qahestan province, made its subordinate districts independent, and
reorganized them under the rule of Qizilbash emirs. Concurrent with the
destruction of Tabas and the decline of Qa'in, Tun, due to its central
geographical location between Qa'in, Gonabad, and Tabas, became the
administrative and military center of these areas from the second half of the
same century. The first signs of this transformation appear in the decrees of
Shah Ismail Safavi and the removal of the poll tax (jizya) from the residents
of Tun—apparently to support its Shiite community.

From a religious perspective, Twelver Shiism had pre-Safavid roots in Tun,
which itself caused particular attention from Safavid shahs to this region.
Cities that shared religious alignment with the central government received
financial and political privileges, and Tun was among them. In Safavid
sources, Tun is referred to as "Dar al-Mu'minin" (Abode of the Faithful), a
title signifying its official religious legitimacy and sanctity within the
provincial structure of the Safavid state.
During the reign of Shah Tahmasp, the city's identity foundations were
strengthened through the repair of the central fortress and the expansion of
Shiite rituals in religious sites such as the Kushk Mosque and the city's
Imamzadeh. However, the primary role in consolidating this centrality was
played by powerful local rulers. Soleyman Khalifeh Turkmen-e Musullu, who
ruled Tun and Tabas in the final decades of the 10th century AH, transformed
Tun into a military and political base by stabilizing regional security and
developing the city's fortress. After him, Mihrab Khan Qajar and then Malek
Mahmud Sistani continued this status with their local authority until the final
years of the Safavid era. The presence of Shah Abbas the Great on the
campaign route to Qandahar and the stay of the royal family in Tun in 1031
AH also indicated the city's prestige.

Geographically and strategically, Tun, in addition to its central location, was
situated at the intersection of the Yazd-Tabas-Khorasan and Kerman-
Khorasan routes, playing an intermediary role between eastern and southern
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Iran. This position was vitally important both for confronting Uzbek
incursions from the northeast and for controlling caravan routes to the central
provinces of Iran. The city's large fortress, which according to C.M.
MacGregor in the 19th century was formidable and imposing, served as the
defensive shield of southern Khorasan in the Safavid era.
At the end of the Safavid period, Malek Mahmud Sistani, the last governor of
Tun, relying on military fortifications and his tribal connections, managed to
preserve regional security against Baluch and Afghan raids and expanded his
domain to include Qa'in and Tabas. Although his rebellion against Shah
Sultan Hossein and the fall of the Safavid government ultimately led to the
decline of this centrality, Tun's role in organizing southern Khorasan
throughout the 11th and 12th centuries AH is undeniable. After the city's
destruction by Ahmad Shah Durrani in 1167 AH, the region's center shifted
to Tabas. However, the remaining structures and Qajar-era travelers'
descriptions of the expanse of Tun's walls and mansions bear witness to its
lost grandeur in the Safavid period. Safavid-era architectural remains in Tun
(present-day Ferdows) and its dependencies such as Boshruyeh and
Sarayan—including schools, bathhouses, bazaars, and cisterns—attest to the
city's prosperity from the 10th to the 12th centuries AH.

In summary, the transformation of Tun from a peripheral town to the political-
military center of southern Khorasan during the Safavid period was not a
random phenomenon nor based on a single factor, but the product of a multi-
layered combination of political, religious, geographical, and security-related
factors. The centrality of Tun, which continued into the Afsharid period,
gradually faded due to the political and military developments in the eastern
part of the country during that dynasty, including the rise of Mashhad
upstream from Tun and the emergence of the ‘Alam and Zangu’i families in
Qa'in and Tabas, which eroded Tun's strategic advantage and pivotal position
in southern Khorasan.
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