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on a summer evening in June 1619, foreign envoys resid-
ing in isfahan gathered at the northern side of the city’s 
new plaza, maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan (plan of the World 
square), to attend a reception with the safavid ruler 
shah ʿabbas i (r. 1587–1629). the shah arrived in the 
maydan mounted on horseback. after strolling around 
the square, which had been illuminated by numerous 
lanterns (chirāghān), the envoys were led to a brilliant 
space in the market: with myriad hanging lamps, reflect-
ed in a central basin, it resembled a starry sky. seated in 
the alcoves, the emissaries were then entertained by 
young boys dancing and performing acrobatic feats. af-
ter the meal, a bitter black liquid called “cahue” was 
served in porcelain cups, but most of the ambassadors 
refused to drink it, preferring wine.1 

the bitter, dark beverage was, of course, nothing but 
coffee, and the setting a recently erected coffeehouse in 
isfahan, a bustling metropolis of seventeenth-century 
Eurasia and the royal seat of the safavid dynasty (1501–
1722). the dual sense of aversion and exoticness that 
coffee aroused in European visitors of the time is per-
haps best articulated by the Englishman thomas her-
bert (d. 1682), who described coffee as a drink “black as 
soot, thick and strong scented,” that “please[s] neither 
the eye nor taste.”2 nevertheless, just two or three de-
cades earlier few even in isfahan were familiar with cof-
fee. indeed, before the sixteenth century, no one in the 
world had tasted the beverage, save for the inhabitants 
of the southern shores of the red sea—i.e., the Yemen 
and Ethiopia—whence coffee began to spread around 
the globe. it was first in the Yemen, sometime in the 
fourteenth or fifteenth century, that the ground, roasted 
seeds of the berries plucked from the coffee tree (Coffea 
arabica, a plant native to highlands of southern Ethio-

pia) were mixed with boiling water to make a beverage 
destined to spread far beyond southern arabia. a taste 
for coffee was initially cultivated among members of 
certain Yemeni sufi orders, who found the awakening 
effect of coffee useful for their nightly rituals (dhikr), and 
the substance was subsequently disseminated by mer-
chants, who turned coffee into a lucrative commodity.3 
With coffee came a novel social institution: the coffee-
house, a new phenomenon in the realms of the otto-
mans in the eastern mediterranean, and later, in safavid 
territories in iran. over the course of the sixteenth cen-
tury, as physicians discussed coffee’s medicinal proper-
ties and jurists debated its legal status, coffeehouses 
grew in number and popularity, proliferating despite 
periodic bans issued by authorities anxious about the 
socio-political milieu engendered by the new institu-
tion. by the middle decades of the sixteenth century, 
major cities circling the eastern mediterranean basin, 
from Cairo to istanbul, were dotted with coffeehouses. 
by the early 1600s the habit of coffee drinking had spread 
eastward to iraq and iran. prior to its popularity in Eu-
rope, the coffeehouse had been integrated into the so-
cial and urban fabric of southwest asia.

and yet, despite coffee’s novelty, early-seventeenth-
century European visitors often regarded it as a long-
established substance that had originated in ancient 
times: the italian aristocrat and adventurer pietro della 
valle (d. 1652), one of those present at the above-men-
tioned royal reception held in 1619, believed that coffee 
had been known in antiquity.4 in a similar vein, herbert 
was certain that coffee pre-dated the prophet muham-
mad.5 an equally inaccurate and prejudiced notion un-
derlies the orientalist discourse of the nineteenth 
century, according to which near Eastern coffeehouses 



Farshid Emami178

this indeed provides a more useful model for under-
standing coffeehouses as public sites in all historical 
contexts, including, as we shall see, safavid isfahan. and 
in analyzing Eurasian societies in the early modern pe-
riod, one needs to consider public spheres as intercon-
nected realities, informed in the context of an 
unprecedented circulation of commodities and humans 
throughout the globe.

the intertwining of a local context with broader glob-
al transformations was a quintessential characteristic of 
safavid isfahan, where the introduction of the coffee-
house was concomitant with the restructuring of the 
political order, flowering of long-distance trade, and in-
tegration of diverse social groups into a unified built 
environment.11 initiated as state-sponsored establish-
ments, isfahan’s coffeehouses were one of the main sites 
where the safavid king represented himself to, and in-
teracted with, the city’s cosmopolitan publics.12 (ʿabbas 
even received ambassadors in an urban coffeehouse, as 
the opening anecdote of this essay illustrates.) scholar-
ship has shown how both the royal palaces and urban 
spaces of isfahan were marked by a distinct notion of 
kingship based on “two opposing ideas of humility and 
absolutism,” and how this peculiar image of authority 
was mediated through rituals, feastings, and ceremo-
nies.13 Yet this performative function did not remain a 
royal prerogative and was appropriated by the emergent 
publics of the safavid capital. if the space of the coffee-
house acted as a stage set, it was not merely a venue for 
representations of kingship; it also hosted varied forms 
of cultural subversion and, at times, political dissent. 
the coffeehouse opened up a novel arena of public life 
operating, both physically and socially, between the 
spheres of royal authority and that of ordinary domestic 
existence.

this essay explores the ways in which the formation 
of a public sphere in safavid realms, and particularly in 
the capital city of isfahan, was closely associated with 
new architectural forms and conceptions of urban 
space. through an analysis of the topography, urban 
configuration, and physical structure of the major cof-
feehouses of isfahan, i show how these establishments 
contributed to the creation and expansion of a distinct 
public arena in the city, and how they altered the social 
meaning and perceptual character of the urban spaces 
along which they were erected. this will particularly be 

epitomized the quintessential indolence of oriental 
men, who wasted their time chatting and smoking in 
these venues. in keeping with the orientalist view, some 
recent studies have conceptualized coffee through a 
similar lens: as an exotic substance with essentially dif-
ferent social implications across the boundary that de-
marcates East from West. in this view, the “oriental 
café”, unlike its “Western” counterpart, is an emblem of 
continuity over millennia, a distinct category that 
should be analyzed within a fundamentally different 
framework.6 at the core of this approach is an attempt 
to reconcile what is assumed to be the static and un-
changing nature of asian societies—a key trope of ori-
entalism and colonialism—with the rapid rise of a 
socially transformative substance such as coffee and the 
proliferation of a novel social institution: the coffee-
house. 

in recent years, nevertheless, the study of coffee-
houses, particularly in ottoman territories, has wit-
nessed new methodological approaches. as elsewhere, 
the emerging scholarly discussion has been influenced 
by Jürgen habermas’s conceptualization of the public 
sphere and the role of the coffeehouse in the genesis of 
what he calls a bourgeois public sphere (bürgerlichen 
Öffentlichkeit) in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
Europe.7 the extent to which the habermasian model 
provides an adequate framework for analyzing the pub-
lic sphere in early modern European societies, let alone 
other settings and time periods, has of course been con-
tested.8 Yet, as several studies have shown, the notion 
of a public sphere—broadly understood as a terrain of 
social interactions distinct from both state institutions 
and the private realm—can indeed provide new in-
sights into the workings and transformations of the pre-
modern societies of Eurasia.9 more important, the 
concept of the public sphere allows us to account for 
material conditions and social dynamics particular to 
each society, and to adopt a comparative approach that 
goes beyond the prevalent critiques of orientalism.10 at 
any rate, rather than considering a monolithic public 
sphere, a more nuanced approach is to conceptualize it 
as a site of overlapping publics and divergent social 
groups. if the coffeehouse constituted a public sphere, 
it was not an abstract domain of rational-critical debate, 
but rather a material site closely entangled with con-
crete aspects of everyday life and spatial configurations. 
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ular beverage. in an untitled epistle on coffee, tea, and 
other substances (composed ca. 1600), salik al-din mu-
hammad hamavi Yazdi, a physician active in the first 
quarter of the seventeenth century, discussed the me-
dicinal properties of coffee in greater detail, while offer-
ing a more extensive account of the origin and spread of 
the substance. describing coffee as the fruit of a tree 
native to the Yemen, hamavi relates the popular narra-
tive about the discovery and brewing of coffee by the 
disciples of the sufi shaykh abu’l-hasan shadhili  
(d. 1258), concluding that now,

in arab cities and particularly in mecca […] drinking coffee 
is common, and illuminated abodes and ornamented 
 houses (masākin-i nayyira va manāzil-i muzayyan) have 
been constructed for this pastime. those who seek pleasure 
gather there and all engage in carnal desires (mushtahīyyāt-i 
nafsānī) by the decree of nature. Gradually the practice has 
spread to the lands of iran (mamālik-i ʿ Ajam). in chief cities 
plenty of edifices  have been built, where accouterments of 
pleasure are prepared and assemblies of the wits and com-
panions take place.17

the author further notes that “in arab cities everyone 
and in most cities of iran people of healthy tempera-
ment are accustomed to drinking coffee.”18 a remark-
able aspect of this account is how the dissemination of 
coffee is associated with the development of public 
“houses” for its consumption: from the outset, coffee 
was known as a social beverage consumed in exquisite 
public structures. 

other sources suggest that inhabitants of safavid ter-
ritories first encountered coffee and coffeehouses in the 
arabic-speaking regions of the ottoman Empire, par-
ticularly the cities of iraq. according to hamavi, imbib-
ers (arbāb-i mashārib)  referred to coffee as the “wine of 
the arabs” (khamr al-ʿArab).19 in a prose piece, the 
famed safavid painter and litterateur sadiqi beg afshar 
(d. 1610) alludes to Yemeni coffee, and refers to “com-
panions of the coffeehouse” and “youthful coffee-ven-
dors” as among the primary joys of baghdad in winter.20 
indeed, the first dated mention of a coffeehouse in a 
safavid chronicle refers to an incident that transpired in 
1596 in ottoman-controlled baghdad.21 the existence of 
coffeehouses in baghdad is confirmed by the account of 
the portuguese traveller pedro teixeira, who reported 
seeing several coffeehouses in the city in 1604. teixeira 
specifically highlighted a coffeehouse by the tigris 

illustrated through a reconstruction of the drinking 
houses that existed in the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan and 
the Chaharbagh, the two grand urban spaces of seven-
teenth-century isfahan (fig. 1). this analysis not only 
leads to a fuller picture of the morphology of safavid 
coffeehouses but also elucidates a less appreciated as-
pect of urban development in the age of shah ʿabbas.

recent historical studies have shed light on various 
aspects of coffee and other stimulants in early modern 
iran, such as the role of commerce in their dissemina-
tion and the social functions of the coffeehouse.14 build-
ing upon these studies, this essay probes the less-known 
architectural and urban features of safavid coffeehous-
es. in doing so, it balances on-site investigations with an 
examination of visual evidence, such as earlier architec-
tural drawings and nineteenth-century photographs. 
together with evidence culled from a wide array of tex-
tual sources—court chronicles, biographical dictionar-
ies, literary works, and travel narratives—the remaining 
physical traces of isfahan’s coffeehouses permit us to 
sketch out their architectural layout and their relation 
to urban spaces. 

dissEmination oF CoFFEE and  
thE CoFFEEhousE

Coffee was introduced into safavid territories in the last 
quarter of the sixteenth century through overland trade 
routes. by the middle decades of the seventeenth cen-
tury, however, coffee was primarily shipped from the 
Yemeni port of mocha to the shores of the persian Gulf, 
a trade route along which European maritime compa-
nies as well as local sailors were active.15 medicinal trea-
tises reveal a great deal about the perceptions of coffee 
and the coffeehouse in the early years of its dissemina-
tion. as aladin Goushegir notes, the earliest persian-
language text to discuss coffee appears to have been a 
treatise by the physician ʿimad al-din shirazi (d. after 
1577). in a brief section at the end of his manual, ʿimad 
al-din describes coffee’s medicinal properties and refers 
to its method of preparation and popularity in mecca, 
implying that pilgrimage was one of the channels 
through which coffee was introduced to iran.16 the writ-
ings of the succeeding generation of physicians and 
pharmacologists reflect the rapid rise of coffee as a pop-
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Fig. 1. plan of isfahan, ca. mid-seventeenth century, showing the main elements of the city and the sites studied in this 
article. (plan: © Farshid Emami) 
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river (fig. 1). the allah verdi Khan bridge, completed 
circa 1607–12, connected the two portions of the prom-
enade, which was bisected by the river.27 in terms of 
physical layout, the Chaharbagh was conceived as an 
“elongated garden,” lined with four rows of plane trees 
(chinār), covered with pools and flowerbeds, and bor-
dered with pairs of monumental gatehouse pavilions 
leading to gardens of various forms and functions  
(fig. 2).28 While the Chaharbagh functioned as a thor-
oughfare, connecting the newly developed neighbor-
hoods of new Julfa (inhabited by armenian merchants) 
and ʿabbasabad (settled by merchants from tabriz) to 
the city’s commercial center, it was first and foremost 
a public promenade. the public character of the Cha-
harbagh was particularly apparent in its northern part, 
which stretched between the dawlat Gate and the 
 allah verdi Khan bridge. adjoining the palace complex 
(dawlat khāna) and closer to the more populated areas 
of the city, the northern part of the Chaharbagh featured 
public institutions such as coffeehouses and sufi con-
vents, giving it a distinct social character. the southern 
portion of the Chaharbagh, between the bridge and the 
hizar-jarib Garden, was lined with gardens erected by 
the military and bureaucratic elites.29

Yet in its present state, isfahan’s Chaharbagh avenue 
retains little trace of its original landscape elements, 
gatehouse pavilions, and drinking houses. indeed, the 
chief safavid monument still standing on the Chahar-
bagh is the madrasa-cum-mosque complex erected by 
the last effective ruler of the safavid dynasty, shah sul-
tan husayn (r. 1694–1722)—almost a century after the 
completion of the project under ʿ abbas i.30 interestingly, 
the most telling visual clue to the original layout of the 
Chaharbagh and its coffeehouses can be gleaned from 
a plan of the madrasa drawn up by the French archi-
tect pascal Coste, who surveyed the building in 1840.31 
Coste’s plan depicts not only the entire complex (with 
the linear market and caravanserai) but also a portion 
of the Chaharbagh with its now-lost plane trees, canals, 
pools, stairs, and waterfalls (fig. 3). the most remarkable 
aspect of the Coste plan for this study, however, is the 
area in the northwest of the complex, south of the mar-
ket’s entrance portal, which he labeled as a café (no. 35 
on the plan); a cursory glance at the plan and façade of 
this part of the building reveals that the covered space 

 river, with multiple windows and upper-floor galleries, 
as “a very pleasant resort,” further adding that there 
were many more coffeehouses in the city and “through-
out turkey and persia.”22 

these reports indicate that by the early seventeenth 
century, coffee was ubiquitous in ottoman lands and 
quite popular in elite milieus of safavid iran. the intro-
duction of the coffeehouse in safavid domains thus co-
incided with the period of territorial expansion and 
material prosperity that ensued after the accession of 
shah ʿabbas. With the intensification of mercantile in-
teractions came an influx of commodities and sub-
stances that particularly converged in isfahan, which 
became the capital in the 1590s.23

CoFFEEhousEs oF thE ChaharbaGh

Chronicles of the reign of shah ʿabbas suggest that cof-
feehouses were part of the original building program of 
the Chaharbagh, the famed promenade of isfahan (con-
structed ca. 1596–1602). in his Rawżat al-ṣafavīyya (com-
pleted ca. 1626), the chronicler mirza beg Junabadi 
reports that “taverns and coffeehouses” (maykhānahā 
va qahvakhānahā) were prepared for “wine-drinking 
companions and poor opium-consuming people.”24 
likewise, in the narrative of the court astrologer and 
chronicler Jalal al-din munajjim Yazdi, the coffeehouse 
plays a central role: on december 26, 1602, upon the 
completion of the Chaharbagh, shah ʿabbas spent the 
evening in the coffeehouse, and there he composed a 
three-verse poem containing a chronogram indicating 
the year of the project’s inauguration.25 as i will discuss 
below, several European reports also refer to venues for 
drinking coffee along the Chaharbagh in the seven-
teenth century.

the Chaharbagh (also known as khīyābān-i chahār-
bāgh) was a ceremonial pathway and public promenade 
that constituted the fulcrum of the new safavid develop-
ments in the southern outskirts of isfahan.26 Four kilo-
meters long and forty-seven meters wide, it stretched 
from a gate of the medieval walled city (dawlat Gate) 
to an enormous royal garden known as the ʿabbasabad 
Garden or bagh-i hizar-jarib (thousand acres Gar-
den) in the foothills on the south side of the Zayanda 
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located next to the auspicious madrasa” as one of the 
endowed properties and explicitly asserts that the es-
tablishment, which was “standing in the lands” of the 
complex, “had been purchased for [the use of] the 
madrasa” (bi jahat-i madrasa-yi maẕkura ibtīyāʿ shuda 
būd).33 the passage reveals that the pre-existing cof-
feehouse was regarded as a piece of private property at 
the time of the construction of the madrasa, not a royal 
estate. another piece of evidence that hints at the exis-
tence of a coffeehouse before the erection of the madra-
sa is a schematic plan of the Chaharbagh (fig. 4a) drawn 

designated as a coffeehouse was not originally laid out 
as part of the complex. rather, it appears that it was an 
existing structure incorporated into the madrasa. more-
over, it is evident in Coste’s plan that only this part of 
the building is aligned with the flowerbeds and stairs of 
the Chaharbagh, suggesting that it was laid out together 
with these landscape elements.32 

this hypothesis about the earlier provenance of the 
coffeehouse is further confirmed by the madrasa’s en-
dowment deed (vaqfnāma), which mentions “the entire 
land and building (ʿarṣah va aʿyān) of the coffeehouse 

Fig. 2. old photograph of the Chaharbagh, taken ca. 1880s, showing the axial walkway bordered by plane trees, looking 
north from the middle of the northern section of the Chaharbagh. tehran, iranian Cultural heritage organization docu-
mentation Center. (photo: Ernst höltzer) 
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in the 1680s by the German physician and adventurer 
Engelbert Kaempfer (d. 1716). despite its sketchiness, it 
shows that a series of self-contained structures (two of 
them bearing the label kaf)34 stood in the same part of 
the Chaharbagh before the construction of the shah sul-
tan husayn madrasa in the early eighteenth century.35 
moreover, the existing building, as it stands today, does 
not seem to have a sound structural relationship with 
the rest of the complex.36 thus, while the coffeehouse’s 
external decoration is consistent with the rest of the 
madrasa, textual, visual, and physical evidence suggests 
that the structure itself had its origin in an earlier period, 
or was at least refurbished on the basis of a pre-existing 
construction.

a close study of Kaempfer’s plan shows that the ex-
tant coffeehouse was not a self-contained structure but 
was rather paired with another building on the west-
ern side of the Chaharbagh; in his plan both structures 
bear the same label.37 the plan further indicates that 
to the south of this pair was another pair of structures 
(i.e., those labeled “kaf”), which in all likelihood would 
have flanked the other octagonal basin depicted fur-
ther to the south on Coste’s plan (fig. 4b), in the area 
of the Chaharbagh illustrated in an engraving by Coste  
(fig. 4c).38 the existence of this second pair of coffee-
houses is corroborated by the account of the dutch 
painter and traveler Cornelis de bruyn (d. 1726), who vis-
ited isfahan in 1703–4, a few years before the construc-
tion of the madrasa; in his sequential description of the 
Chaharbagh, he refers to “two other buildings” farther to 
the south of the first area with coffeehouses, “where they 
retire to smoke.”39 indeed, such a symmetrical configu-
ration conforms to the overall layout of the promenade, 
where the bordering pavilions were all arranged in pairs 
flanking a sequence of large and small pools (figs. 1 and 
5b). by the same token, it would be reasonable to as-
sume that the southern pair of pavilions resembled the 
standing structure in terms of overall layout. these vi-
sual and textual records allow us to sketch out a hypo-
thetical reconstruction of the Chaharbagh coffeehouses 
(fig. 5).40 located at the very center of the northern part 
of the promenade, they lay at the corners of bagh-i tut 
(mulberry Garden) and bagh-i angur (Grape Garden), 
where roads leading east and west linked the Chahar-
bagh to the adjoining areas (fig. 5b).41

Fig. 3. Excerpt from a plan of the shah sultan husayn ma-
drasa, showing the original layout of the Chaharbagh and the 
coffeehouse (no. 35), as surveyed by pascal Coste in 1840. 
(after pascal Coste, Monuments modernes de la Perse [paris, 
1867], pl. xix–xx) 
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Fig. 4. a) Engelbert Kaempfer, schematic plan of the northern part of the Chaharbagh. london, british library, ms. sloane 
5232, fol. 42a. (photo: provided by the british library); b) plan of the Chaharbagh madrasa (see fig. 3); c) Engraving after a 
drawing by pascal Coste, showing the Chaharbagh with the shah sultan husayn madrasa in the background. before the 
construction of the madrasa, there were drinking pavilions on either side of the Chaharbagh, in front of the two platforms 
depicted in Coste’s drawing. (after pascal Coste, Monuments modernes de la Perse [paris, 1867], pl. xviii)
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Fig. 5. a) hypothetical reconstruction of the coffeehouses 
along the Chaharbagh. the building rendered in black rep-
resents the coffeehouse that was embedded in the shah sul-
tan husayn madrasa and still stands today; b) reconstructed 
plan of the northern part of the Chaharbagh, showing the 
location of the drinking houses along with the chief struc-
tures and gateway pavilions that bordered the promenade: 
1) dawlat Gate; 2) World-displaying (jahānnamā) pavilion; 
3) tent (khargāh) Garden; 4) sweet-smelling (musamman) 
Garden; 5) nightingale (bulbul) Garden; 6) throne (takht) 
Garden; 7) mulberry (tūt) Garden; 8) Grape (angūr) Garden; 
9) sufi convents (takiyyas of the niʾmat-allahi and haydari 
dervish orders); 10) allah verdi Khan bridge. (plans: Farshid 
Emami) 



Farshid Emami186

tion of coffee, and hence both establishments were in-
cluded in the program. moreover, the existence of a 
tavern may not have been unrelated to the presence of 
a vineyard in this area of the Chaharbagh. according to 
the account of the French jewel merchant and traveler 
Jean Chardin, as well as Kaempfer’s map, the garden lo-
cated on the western side of the thoroughfare in the area 
of the drinking houses was known as bagh-i angur 
(Grape Garden).47

the juxtaposition of a coffeehouse and a wine tavern 
on the Chaharbagh of isfahan is emblematic of the close 
historical affinity between the two social institutions. as 
elsewhere in the early modern world, in terms of social 
milieu, the coffeehouse was first and foremost akin to 
the tavern (or similar establishments serving alcoholic 
or non-alcoholic beverages).48 When the coffeehouse 
first appeared in mecca, in the early sixteenth century, 
it was often compared to the tavern, and, as hattox 
notes, the origin of the coffeehouse as a social institu-
tion should probably be sought in the wine tavern, rath-
er than sufi circles.49 the perceived similarity between 
the two beverages is also reflected in the etymology of 
the word itself: before the emergence of “modern cof-
fee,” the arabic term qahwa referred to a type of thick 
wine with an acrid taste.50 in the early years of its intro-
duction to safavid iran, too, the coffeehouse was remi-
niscent of the tavern, as a couplet by sadiqi beg suggests:

i did not sit in the coffeehouse for the sake of coffee;
it is with the thought of wine that i drink coffee every mo-
ment.

Bi qahvakhāna na az bahr-i qahva jā kardam 
Bi yād-i bāda kasham jām-i qahva rā har dam.51

Yet compared to the urban centers of neighboring em-
pires, in safavid realms wine appears to have been con-
sumed with greater liberty in public spaces.52 as 
matthee has shown, despite the islamic prohibition on 
intoxicating drinks, except for periodic bans, public 
consumption of wine was generally allowed by the sa-
favids.53 in the 1620s, ʿ abbas even ordered Qazi b. Kashif 
al-din, another physician active in isfahan in the first 
half of the seventeenth century, to compose an epistle 
on the benefits and rules of drinking wine.54 rather than 
substituting for wine, coffee was seen as complementing 
it.55 indeed, the proximity of a coffeehouse to a wine 
tavern provided a convenient amenity for the revelers 

literary sources, however, suggest that initially these 
structures functioned not just as coffeehouses but also 
as wine taverns. our first source is a biographical com-
pendium of poets completed in the 1620s by taqi al-din 
muhammad awhadi balyani (d. ca. 1629). in his entry on 
baba shams-i tishi of shiraz, awhadi relates that in 1603 
(1012) shah ʿ abbas had a wine tavern (maykhāna) set up 
for baba shams in the Chaharbagh of isfahan, noting 
that now he is still “inebriated from the cup of leisure” 
in that royal wine-house (maykhāna-yi shāhanshāhī), 
and that “whoever drinks wine in that tavern is exempt 
[from punishment].” this exemption was in effect, he 
further adds, “even if there was a prohibition on wine.”42 
interestingly enough, awhadi, who was a contemporary 
witness, does not refer to any coffeehouses. in fact, un-
like later literary sources, throughout his voluminous 
compendium the terms coffee and coffeehouse barely 
figure at all. (since he moved to india in 1606, it is likely 
that he was not very familiar with coffee or had sim-
ply missed the popularization of urban coffeehouses 
in iran.43) the second source is a later biographical 
dictionary of poets, completed in the 1670s by muham-
mad tahir nasrabadi (d. ca. 1688). nasrabadi describes 
shams as an ordinary person (avāsiṭ al-nās) specializing 
in “the knowledge of music,” but relates that it was a 
coffeehouse that was built for shams-i tishi, and that a 
wine-house (sharābkhāna) was set up beside (pahlū-yi) 
it.44 regarding the special dispensation granted for wine 
drinking, nasrabadi gives a more detailed account: shah 
ʿabbas decreed that anyone who drank at this tavern 
would have his hand stamped and that the magistrate’s 
fellows would know not to harass anyone so marked.45 
according to awhadi, the reason for this order was 
shah ʿabbas’s interest in a young boy named Ganji who 
worked for shams-i tishi.46 

these two literary reports corroborate the conclu-
sions reached on the basis of architectural drawings and 
sketches, suggesting that when Junabadi mentioned the 
establishment of “coffeehouses and taverns” on the Cha-
harbagh in his chronicle, it was not a figurative but a 
literal statement. nasrabadi’s reference to a tavern 
erected beside a coffeehouse is indeed consistent with 
the proposed reconstruction, whereby two pairs of pa-
vilions stood near one another. based on these accounts, 
we can surmise that the conception and erection of a 
tavern coincided with the introduction and populariza-
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Fig. 6. plan showing the Chaharbagh coffeehouse along with the adjoining platform and landscape elements. drawn on 
the basis of old photographs and surveys of the madrasa. (plan: Farshid Emami) 

Fig. 7. interior view of the extant structure along the Cha-
harbagh (which once served as a coffeehouse), showing the 
central hall and the upper-floor gallery. (photo: Farshid 
Emami, 2013) 

Whether initially conceived as coffeehouse or tavern, 
the extant structure along the Chaharbagh still offers a 
glimpse of its original form and sensory experience.57 
measuring approximately thirteen by ten meters on pe-
rimeter, it consists of a double-height domed space, 
square in plan and about twelve meters high, sur-
rounded by recesses on three sides (fig. 6). While the two 
lateral recesses are rectangular, opposite the entrance is 
a semi-octagonal alcove (shāhnishīn) carved with niches 
in the walls. Judging from Coste’s plan, an octagonal ba-
sin once stood at the center of the coffeehouse. the 
dome is supported by four piers with chamfered sides, 
from which spring pendentives covered with a pattern 
of intersecting arches that, together with the load-bear-
ing connecting arches, form a base on which the dome 
rests (fig. 7). a staircase in the northeast corner provides 
access to a u-shaped gallery overlooking the central hall 
and offering screened views of the Chaharbagh land-
scape outside. in its present state, the structure is con-
nected to a small room on the south side, which probably 
functioned as the service area of the coffeehouse, where 
coffee was brewed for clients.58

Composed of a full-height arch flanked by two verti-
cal bays, the coffeehouse’s elevation reflects the tripar-

of isfahan: in his description of the benefits of coffee, 
Qazi b. Kashif al-din had noted the ameliorating effect 
of the substance on a hangover (dafʿ-i khumārī).56 and 
of course frequenters of the Chaharbagh tavern re-
mained exempt from the sporadic prohibitions on wine 
drinking, although, as awhadi pithily wrote, in safavid 
isfahan “no one cares” (kas rā bi kas kār nīst). 
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ing pavilion from its contemporary or earlier prototypes 
is the omission of one of the four sides of the cross-
shaped central space, a modification that provides a 
more direct link between the covered internal hall and 
the outside landscape. indeed, the main novelty of the 
structure does not lie in its plan (variations of the cruci-
form layout were indeed common) or its façade per se, 
but rather in its urban configuration—that is, the man-
ner in which the pavilion’s open plan sits along an elon-
gated promenade/thoroughfare to serve as a public 
institution. rather than self-contained pavilions, the 
Chaharbagh’s coffeehouses were street buildings with a 
single elevation. here the perforated wooden façade 
does not screen a private reception hall from an en-
closed courtyard but rather provides a transparent in-
terface for a public building, from whose alcoves one 
could peer into the urban space. like the mid-seven-
teenth-century ipshir pasha Coffeehouse in ottoman 

tite layout of the interior (fig. 8). the central arch has an 
elaborate wooden latticed screen through which air and 
light penetrated into the covered hall. supported by two 
wooden columns, the screen featured glass panes and 
sashes (urusī or sliding panels). the lateral bays contain 
two arched windows of the same size, screened with 
perforated brickwork and surmounted by square tile 
panels bearing identical Koranic inscriptions in square 
kufic script. added during the construction of the ma-
drasa, the epigraphic panels, as i will discuss later, were 
an explicit proclamation of the coffeehouse’s integra-
tion into a religious institution in the early eighteenth 
century. 

in terms of architectural typology, the plan of the cof-
feehouse represents a variation of the cross-in-square 
model, the most common scheme for residential build-
ings and garden pavilions since pre-islamic times.59 
What distinguishes the layout of the Chaharbagh drink-

Fig. 8. old photograph showing the Chaharbagh coffeehouse in the late nineteenth century. Washington, d.C., Freer Gal-
lery of art and arthur m. sackler Gallery archives, smithsonian institution. (photo: antoin sevruguin, ca. 1880) 
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fahan in the early 1700s, de bruyn observed that this area 
of the Chaharbagh was covered with “benches, wooden-
chairs, and tables,” and “in the evening you always see a 
great number of persians, smoking and drinking coffee.” 
de bruyn also noted the distinct character of the Cha-
harbagh in the vicinity of the coffeehouses: “the ground 
here has a slope, where there are trees which afford the 
finest shade in the world.”62 

the public character of the Chaharbagh drinking 
houses, however, does not mean that they were used by 
all social classes in a similar fashion. lying to the west 
of the Chaharbagh was the elite neighborhood of 
ʿabbasabad and across the river was the armenian quar-
ter of new Julfa (fig. 1).63 With these well-to-do residen-
tial areas in its vicinity, it is no surprise that the 
Chaharbagh coffeehouses were used by the upper strata 
of safavid society as a public stage for the demonstration 
of social status.64 this performative function was explic-
itly commented upon by the English traveler John Fryer, 
who when he visited isfahan in 1677 found the Chahar-
bagh similar to london’s hyde park: “a place to see and 
to be seen.”65 he further noted that at nightfall all “the 
pride” of isfahan was met in the Chaharbagh: “the Gran-
dees were airing themselves, prancing about with their 
numerous trains, striving to outvie each other in pomp 
and Generosity.”66 Fryer’s observation illustrates how 
the physical setting of the Chaharbagh made certain 
socially-coded behaviors possible: “near these ponds, or 
Tanks, are Coffee-houses, which furnish them when 
they dismount, with Coho, tea, or sherbets; while they 
sit in state, and smoak tobacco with their attendance 
about them.”67 riding on horseback on the lateral path-
ways of the Chaharbagh—the central alley was exclu-
sively for pedestrians—an elite isfahani would dismount 
for a cup of coffee while a servant attended his horse.68 
one such member of the merchant class matching 
 Fryer’s description is illustrated in a painting attributed 
to muʿin musavvir (active ca. 1630s–90s), which portrays 
a middle-aged merchant named mirza muhammad-
taqi tabrizi, mounted on horseback and accompanied 
by a groom (fig. 9).69 as massumeh Farhad has noted, 
the figure’s epithet suggests that he was a scion of the 
tabrizi émigré families who resided in the neighbor-
hood of ʿ abbasabad. the painting is a visual representa-
tion of the manner in which an upper-class isfahani was 

aleppo, the Chaharbagh coffeehouses present a new 
conception of urban elevation: a perforated curtain fil-
tering light, air, and views of the outside landscape 

the urban significance of the drinking houses is also 
reflected in the way they were laid out in relation to the 
open-air space of the Chaharbagh. as old photographs 
and Coste’s drawings show (fig. 3), a square platform 
stood in front of each drinking house.60 between each 
pair of platforms, along the canal that ran down the 
middle of the Chaharbagh, lay a small octagonal pool, 
preceded by a water chute and flanked by two flights of 
stairs—all created through a sculptural terracing of the 
land’s sloping. as one strolled down the stone-paved 
axial pathway of the Chaharbagh, these pools and their 
flanking platforms marked the presence of coffeehous-
es/taverns: together, they formed a visual axis perpen-
dicular to the axial walkway, directing one’s gaze toward 
the bordering structures. the area was given a further 
distinct character by a dramatic shift in planting: on the 
platforms were willow trees, which broke the rhythm of 
the regularly-spaced plane trees and, with their slender 
hanging branches, created a contrast of shade, texture, 
and color. on a hot summer day, seated in the shade of 
the weeping willows, patrons of the drinking houses 
would sip coffee, drink wine, or smoke tobacco while 
relishing the richest sensory experience that the Chahar-
bagh landscape had to offer. the dappled light of the sun 
filtering through the leaves, they enjoyed air cooled by 
fountains and scented by flowers, along with the gur-
gling sound of water flowing on the carved surfaces of 
the water chutes—all mingled with the scents of coffee 
and tobacco, which were as exotic in seventeenth-cen-
tury isfahan as they were anywhere else in the early 
modern world. 

the direct spatial and visual connection between the 
covered space and an open-air sitting area, which suited 
the public function of taverns/coffeehouses, was re-
marked upon by multiple European visitors. Kaempfer 
noted that those in charge of the drinking houses spread 
carpets and mats on the bordering platforms, where 
people could sit, watch shows, and listen to poets and 
storytellers, all while drinking and smoking; only when 
the weather was hot would they move to the cooler ad-
joining rooms.61 it also appears that the coffeehouses 
were later outfitted with outdoor furniture. While in is-
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vendors (zanān-i ahl-i ḥirfa) were allowed in.70 since the 
main “vending spots” of the Chaharbagh were its drink-
ing houses, it is reasonable to assume that on such days 
coffee and wine were also served by women. Yet the fe-
male participants of these weekly outings were not lim-
ited to royal ladies and their servants. della vale reports 
that one Wednesday his wife was invited to join the 
noble women of isfahan for an outing with the court 
ladies.71 the presence of the local nobility, members of 
other religions (della valle’s nestorian Christian wife 
and her peers), and female vendors suggests that on 
such days the domain of women was relatively exten-
sive. as public spaces used by both genders, albeit seg-
regated by day of the week, the coffeehouses of the 
Chaharbagh were not exclusively masculine spaces; 
they also provided a rare venue for women to socialize 
in a public setting.72 

these manifestations of class and gender reflect the 
myriad ways in which the presence of the coffeehouses 
affected the meaning and uses of the Chaharbagh as a 
public space. Consider the elongated space stretching 
between the dawlat Gate and the Zayanda river (fig. 5): 
the novelty of the coffeehouses did not lie in their layout 
or decoration per se, but rather in the way they sat at the 
heart of a public promenade, and in the way their cov-
ered rooms and open-air platforms created a public 
venue for utterly new social pastimes such as drinking 
coffee and smoking tobacco. in its incipient form, a 
khīyābān was not merely a planted road or an elongated 
garden for age-old leisurely activities: it was a prome-
nade lined with street cafés, if you will, a public space 
accommodating and shaping the social practices and 
habits of a new age.

thE CoFFEEhousEs at thE maYdan-i naQsh-i 
Jahan

in the urban landscape of seventeenth-century isfahan, 
the Chaharbagh coffeehouses stood out for their asso-
ciation with the institution of the wine tavern and for 
their integration into a monumental promenade. Yet, 
the city’s most famous coffeehouses were those erected 
on the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan (also known as the may-
dan-i shah, or royal square). in his detailed description 

seen in public spaces such as the Chaharbagh on a day-
to-day basis. it was not merely the ability to afford a 
drink, but also the very design of the Chaharbagh and 
its drinking houses, with their interconnected indoor 
and outdoor spaces, that enabled the elites of isfahan to 
enact their social status in the public domain. 

another unique function imparting a novel social 
character to the Chaharbagh coffeehouses was its exclu-
sive use by women once a week. in 1609, shah ʿabbas 
decreed that on Wednesdays the Chaharbagh and allah 
verdi Khan bridge would become an entirely feminine 
domain, so that the women of the court would not, as 
he had allegedly feared, be deprived of “the delight of 
strolling and conversing (siyr u suḥbat) on the Chahar-
bagh.” according to munajjim Yazdi, on such days men 
were prohibited from entering the area and only female 

Fig. 9. muʿin musavvir (attributed), “portrait of muhammad 
taqi tabrizi.” london, the nasser d. Khalili Collection of 
islamic art. (photo: nour Foundation, courtesy of the Khali-
li Family trust)
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size of the location, and are made out of masonry or 
scaffolding, on which one sits in the oriental manner.”79 
sources suggest that the coffeehouses were located on 
the northern side of the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan, in the 
arcades stretching on either side of the entrance portal 
of the Qaysariyya. modified over the past century and 
taken over by shops, the present condition of the may-
dan’s north side gives little clue to its original form and  
 function (fig. 10). 

to reconstruct the original layout of the coffeehouses 
it is essential to situate them in the broader framework 
of the maydan’s development. as Eugenio Galdieri pro-
posed in 1970 on the basis of an archaeological investiga-
tion, the arcades surrounding the maydan were 
constructed in two stages: in the first phase, the plaza 
was circled by a one-story arcade leading to a row of 
shops on the outer perimeter; the row of shops facing 
the plaza as well as upper-level loggias (sing. bālākhāna) 
were added during a second stage of construction.80 in 
a detailed study of four safavid chronicles, robert 
mcChesney proposed a textual basis for Galdieri’s hy-
pothesis, arguing that in the first phase, finished before 
1595, the maydan was primarily intended for festivities 
and sports, and that it was in the second phase, com-
pleted by 1602–3, that the plaza took on a commercial 
character.81 

the nature and historical circumstances of this two-
stage development, however, are not entirely clear, par-

of the safavid capital, Chardin refers to those establish-
ments as “the most beautiful and the most spacious cof-
feehouses in the whole city.”73 the significance of the 
maydan’s coffeehouses is also reflected in the referenc-
es made to them in literary sources. in a versified travel 
narrative, for instance, the poet bihishti of herat de-
scribes the coffeehouses along with the palace complex 
and royal market, a reflection of their perceived signifi-
cance in safavid isfahan.74 

Chronicles suggest that, as in the Chaharbagh, the 
coffeehouses of the maydan were integral to its main 
building program. munajjim Yazdi’s account is indica-
tive of the commercial nature of the development pro-
gram, which comprised coffeehouses, the Qaysariyya 
(royal market), stores, caravanserais, and bathhouses.75 
likewise, in Junabadi’s flowery description, one can get 
a sense of the close association of the coffeehouses with 
the maydan and its elements: “through the maydān 
flowed a large canal resembling the stream of paradise, 
and pleasant coffeehouses were built along it of marble, 
brick, and stucco. in those coffeehouses, the tulip-faced 
and rosy-cheeked ones served coffee, symbolizing the 
darkness surrounding the fountain of life.”76 

European reports render a vivid picture of the may-
dan coffeehouses. according to Chardin, the rooms 
were very high and large, open from top to bottom, 
with scaffoldings inside made like the benches of tai-
lors (établis des tailleurs), allowing one to sit or lean 
easily.77 similarly, according to the French traveler and 
merchant Jean-baptiste tavernier, the coffeehouses 
of the maydan consisted of rooms opening onto the 
square, where people go to smoke tobacco or drink 
coffee. these rooms, he wrote, had amphitheater-style 
seating, and, in the center, a simple basin with running 
water, used for filling water pipes.78 Fryer, too, compares 
the coffeehouses to theaters: “they are modeled after the 
nature of our theatres, that every one may sit around, 
and suck choice tobacco.” an oft-quoted passage in 
Chardin’s travelogue, which gives a generic description 
of safavid coffeehouses, was most probably based on 
his observations of the maydan establishments: “sev-
eral of them, especially those in the big cities, have a 
water basin in the middle. around the rooms are plat-
forms, which are three feet high and approximately 
three to four feet wide, more or less according to the 

Fig. 10. Elevated view of the northeast side of the maydan-i 
naqsh-i Jahan, showing the restored arcades where the cof-
feehouses were once located. (photo: Farshid Emami) 
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ticularly with respect to the northern side of the maydan, 
where the coffeehouses were once located.82 as markus 
ritter notes, in the northern side “the building mass sur-
rounding the plaza is twice as deep as the other sides”; 
here an additional one-story gallery stands in front of 
the main gallery, which is lined with two rows of shops 
and encircles the plaza (fig. 11).83 Judging from physical 
additions and restorations, Galdieri erroneously sug-
gested that this extra arcade dated from a later time. 
Galdieri’s plan (fig. 11) thus reflects the state of the north-
ern side of the maydan in the 1960s, when the arcades 
containing the coffeehouses had long been modified 
and integrated into the market.84 Yet, as ritter remarks, 
a sketch plan of the maydan drawn by della valle re-
veals that the additional gallery already existed in the 
early 1600s, during the reign of shah ʿabbas.85 among 
modern scholars, heinz Gaube and Eugen Wirth were 
probably the first to identify the three-bay-wide gallery 
on the north side as the original site of the coffeehouses 
described in European reports. they particularly high-
lighted the distinctive vaulting of this area, which is 
characterized by an alternation between tunnel vaults 
and domes.86 Every four bays surrounding a central hall, 
they noted, formed a quadripartite layout, which con-
stituted one of the original coffeehouses.87 

Yet the key to the original layout of the coffeehouses 
lies in a plan of the maydan drawn up in 1932 by the 

French architect Eugène-Elie beaudouin.88 in contrast 
to Galdieri’s plan, this plan depicts the coffeehouses as 
six interconnected octagonal spaces stretching on the 
eastern side of the Qaysariyya portal (fig. 12). the above-
mentioned sketch plan by della valle confirms that the 
coffeehouses were located in exactly this part. more-
over, this layout is consistent with the peculiar vaulting 
scheme of this area, as noted by Gaube and Wirth. (in 
the eastern four bays the original vaults of the coffee-
houses are still preserved.) it is thus reasonable to as-
sume that beaudouin’s plan was based on the existing 
condition of the area in the early 1930s, i.e., prior to the 
modern renovation of the maydan.89 more important, 
the plan matches another sketch by della valle (fig. 13), 
which depicts the coffeehouse where shah ʿabbas held 
an audience with foreign ambassadors in 1619.90 della 
valle’s drawing shows two of the six octagonal halls that 
constituted the coffeehouses on the north side of the 
maydan.

these visual records, together with the physical re-
mains and textual descriptions, allow for a rough recon-
struction of the safavid coffeehouses of the maydan-i 
naqsh-i Jahan (fig. 14). occupying the entire western 
wing of the plaza’s northern side—what is today known 
as the bazar-i sarrafha (money-Changers’ market)—
“the coffeehouse complex” consisted of six domed halls 
with chamfered corners (each approximately seven me-
ters across and six meters high). the domed chambers 
were lit through an aperture in the ceiling and, judging 
from della valle’s sketch, featured octagonal basins at 
the center. alternating with these domed halls were 
lower barrel-vaulted spaces (measuring five by four-
and-a-half meters), which both separated and connect-
ed the domed halls (fig. 15). (shah ʿabbas sat in one of 
these alcoves to receive ambassadors). della valle’s 
sketch (fig. 13) suggests that these interconnecting al-
coves were lined on both sides with platforms, traces of 
which still remain in situ. this reconstruction conforms 
to the description of della valle, who noted that with no 
barriers between them, the coffeehouses appeared as 
one complex. 

the overall scheme of the coffeehouses can be de-
scribed as a series of cruciform spaces with overlapping 
alcoves on the sides. by using two different types of 
vaulting and by chamfering the corners of the main 

Fig. 11. schematic plan by Galdieri of the northern side of 
the maydan, showing original safavid constructions and 
later additions. (after Eugenio Galdieri and roberto orazi, 
Progetto di sistemazione del Maydān-i Šāh [rome, 1969]) 
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Fig. 12. Excerpt from the plan of the maydan-i naqsh-i 
Jahan drawn up by Eugène-Elie beaudouin in 1932, 
showing the original layout of the coffeehouses on the 
northeast side of the plaza. (after Eugène-Elie beaud-
ouin, “ispahan sous les grands chahs, Xviie siècle,” Ur-
banisme, revue mensuelle de l’urbanisme français 2, no. 
10 [January 1933], 25) 

Fig. 13. a sketch from the diary of pietro della valle, showing the 
layout of the coffeehouse where shah ʿabbas held a reception for 
foreign envoys in 1619. vatican, vatican library (biblioteca apos-
tolica vaticana), ott. lat. 3382, fol. 126v. (photo: courtesy of the 
vatican library) 

Fig. 14. plan showing the northeast side of the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan along with the reconstructed layout of the coffee-
houses: 1) row of coffeehouses consisting of six octagonal rooms alternating with alcoves; 2) bazar-i Qannadha (Confection-
ers’ market); 3) Chaharsuq-i shah; 4) Qaysariyya market; 5) sherbet houses; 6) covered market leading to the old maydan. 
(plan: Farshid Emami) 
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the Chinese teahouse (chāy-i khaṭāʾī-khāna), and the 
coffeehouse (qahvakhāna)—and gave a fairly different 
picture of the prevalent milieu in each of them: the wine 
tavern was mostly frequented by “low people” (un-
züchtige Leute), who would watch the lewd dancing of 
young servers; in the teahouse, meanwhile, they drank 
a “foreign warm drink,” and played chess and backgam-
mon; and the coffeehouse was where tobacco smokers 
and coffee drinkers could be found. in all three, olearius 
observed, poets and storytellers could be seen seated on 
tall chairs in the middle of the room, reciting with a stick 
in their hands.91 no other source refers to these types, 
but since olearius, who visited isfahan in the 1630s, is 
one of our earliest sources, it is likely that at least ini-
tially such a functional categorization did exist in the 
maydan’s establishments.92 if so, as with the Chahar-
bagh drinking houses, here we can see a similar juxta-

halls, the unknown architect of the complex master-
fully created a new spatial configuration, suitable for the 
function of the drinking houses, without discarding the 
modular framework that underlines the overall design 
of the shops surrounding the maydan. in addition to the 
eastern and western entrances, the coffeehouses were 
directly accessible from the open-air space of the plaza, 
and probably from the bazar-i Qannadha (Confection-
ers’ market) to the north. alternating with the entrance 
bays on both sides were alcoves facing the maydan in 
the south and the gallery in the north. Earlier plans in-
dicate that small niches were carved into the walls, 
which would have provided ample space for storing 
china cups and other utensils. 

in his description of the maydan’s drinking houses 
(Schenke, Tavernen), olearius referred to three distinct 
types of establishments—the wine tavern (shīrakhāna), 

Fig. 15. axonometric view showing the overall structure of the coffeehouses as they originally stood on the northeastern 
side of the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan. (drawing: Farshid Emami) 
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platforms.98 this formal affinity is of course not without 
social implications. as in other islamic contexts, the 
public bath was a social space in the urban centers of 
medieval iran, where people gathered not just for bath-
ing but also to meet and talk. What differentiated the 
architecture of the maydan coffeehouses from that of 
the public baths was their dynamic relationship with 
the surrounding urban spaces. in contrast to bathhous-
es, which were introverted buildings constructed lower 
than ground level, the coffeehouses of the maydan-i 
naqsh-i Jahan were open and permeable structures, in-
terconnected with the open-air space of the maydan 
and the nearby markets. accessible from multiple direc-
tions, they integrated the rhythm and flow of movement 
in and around the city’s main plaza into their very spa-
tial structure.

the original articulation of the main elevation of the 
coffeehouses and the bays facing the maydan, however, 
are not entirely clear. according to the russian traveller 
Kotov, who was in isfahan in 1624, on two sides of the 
coffeehouses there were “wooden lattices from where 
the Kizuilbashi [sic] watch the sport but pay no mon-
ey.”99 the two renditions of the northern side of the 
maydan, produced some time between 1670 and 1674, 
are the only available contemporary depictions. the en-
graving published in Chardin’s travelogue (fig. 16) de-
picts the coffeehouses as single-story structures with 
openings set at two-bay intervals.100 above the bay 
along the entrance of each coffeehouse stands a small 
lantern marking the main spaces. a comparison with 
the existing appearance of the portal and late nine-
teenth-century photographs suggests that, despite its 
obvious errors in perspective, the engraving provides a 
fairly accurate depiction of the overall shape of the 
structure and its major components. moreover, it gives 
a sense of the way in which the water canal and trees 
encircling the maydan were laid out in relation to the 
configuration of the coffeehouses.101 

regardless of their original appearance, there can be 
no doubt that the coffeehouses offered the most spec-
tacular view of the maydan. Clustered in the south side 
of the plaza, the triad of monumental structures—the 
shah mosque, the ali Qapu, and the shaykh lutfallah 
mosque—was best viewed from the north, where the 
coffeehouses were located (fig. 17). this placement was 
not lost on contemporary observers. in a prose piece 

position of the wine tavern and the coffeehouse. also 
remarkable is the reference to a teahouse: sources sug-
gest that tea was another “soft drug” popularized in the 
very same period, and although less common than cof-
fee, it was consumed in elite circles.93 Writing in the 
early 1600s, hamavi reports that the royal gardeners of 
shah ʿabbas had even experimented with cultivating 
tea seeds, a deed indicative of the existence of a pen-
chant for domesticating exotic substances.94 thus, even 
if the drinking houses on the northern side of the may-
dan were formally identical and spatially intercon-
nected, they were probably further distinguished by the 
type of drinks served in them. 

there is no evidence in safavid literary sources for the 
three types of establishments described by olearius. the 
sources nevertheless suggest that the coffeehouses of 
isfahan, including those on the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan, 
were known as distinct locales. in nasrabadi’s oft-quot-
ed compendium of poets, one finds references to  several 
coffeehouses (qahva or qahvakhāna) with little indica-
tion of their exact locations. the arab Coffeehouse 
(qahvakhāna-yi ʿArab) was probably one of the first es-
tablished in isfahan; nasrabadi relates two anecdotes 
about shah ʿabbas’s ad hoc conversations with poets in 
this establishment.95 the coffeehouse’s name suggests 
that it was probably run by a person from arab lands, 
which hints at the role individuals from abroad likely 
played in introducing coffee and its drinking customs. 
some coffeehouses were known for their attractive cof-
fee-servers (sing. qahvachi): one poet was infatuated 
with a server named tufan (deluge), and the son of haji 
Yusuf Qahvachi had at least two admirers among isfah-
ani poets.96 the central asian litterateur muhammad 
badiʿ maliha of samarqand, who visited isfahan in 1679–
81, refers to a coffeehouse in the maydan-i shah called 
agha Qiyasa, which was “the seventh coffeehouse” on 
the Qaysariyya side.97 While the drinking establish-
ments of the maydan were similar in form and spatially 
unified, the fact that they were known after their propri-
etors or servers indicates that each coffeehouse had a 
distinct character, probably attracting a regular clien-
tele.

it has been suggested that the architecture of the cof-
feehouse had its origins in public baths (sing. hammām), 
particularly the cloakroom (sarbīna or maslakh), which 
commonly consisted of octagonal spaces surrounded by 
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Fig. 16. Engraving showing the northern side of the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan, with the entrance portal of the Qaysariyya 
market at the center and the arcades containing the coffeehouses on the right-hand side. (after Jean Chardin, Voyages du 
chevalier Chardin, en Perse, 4 vols. [amsterdam, 1635], 2: n. xxxvii) 

Fig. 17. view looking south on the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan, showing the ʿali Qapu (right), shah mosque (center), and shaykh 
lutfallah mosque (left). (photo: Farshid Emami) 



Coffeehouses, Urban Spaces, and the Formation of a Public Sphere in Safavid Isfahan 197

unhealthy to drink coffee on an empty stomach).109 
moreover, according to Kaempfer, “sherbet houses” 
flanked the Qaysariyya portal (fig. 14).110 it was the con-
centration of these functions that turned the north side 
of the maydan into the primary hub of social life in sa-
favid isfahan. here, the monumentality of the royal pal-
ace and mosques gave way to the messy reality of 
everyday life, day and night. Exotic substances such as 
coffee, tea, and tobacco imbued all mercantile and so-
cial activities with the distinctive tastes of the early 
modern world. 

From the intense commercial and artisanal activity 
going on in the northern side of the maydan one can 
conclude that perhaps more than the literati, the cof-
feehouses attracted craftsmen and merchants. (several 
of the poets who frequented these establishments were 
in fact engaged in crafts as well.) if men of letters were 
the main clients of the coffeehouses by day, the estab-
lishments probably hosted a more diverse roster of pa-
trons at night. the immediate urban context of these 
establishments also points to an ethnically diverse and 
cosmopolitan clientele. visiting isfahan’s markets in its 
heyday, olearius noted that “there is not any nation in 
all asia, nor indeed of almost of Europe, who sends not 
its merchants to isfahan,” and mentioned traders from 
Khurasan, bukhara, and China, as well as turkish, Jew-
ish, armenian, Georgian, English, dutch, French, ital-
ian, and spanish ones.111 a persian-language scroll on 
isfahan’s caravanserais (composed in the second half of 
the seventeenth century) conveys a similar sense of the 
staggering ethnic and confessional diversity of the mer-
chants who traded in the nearby commercial spaces: 
Jews of shiraz, armenians of aleppo, hindu indians, 
sunni arabs, and ottomans (Rūmīyān), as well as sa-
marqandi merchants. to this list of asian tradesmen, 
one could also add the agents of the dutch and English 
East india Companies who were stationed in their re-
spective compounds in the northeast of the Qaysariyya 
market, just a short walk north of the coffeehouses.112 
armenians in particular were very much integrated into 
the commercial fabric of isfahan. at the time of della 
valle’s visit, there were ten shops in the Qaysariyya run 
by the armenians of Julfa, as well as a shop belonging to 
a venetian.113 to be sure, all these merchants would 
have been able to spare a few coins to puff some to-

(inshāʾ) composed in the middle decades of the seven-
teenth century, for instance, the poet iʿjaz hirati men-
tioned that the coffeehouses faced “the mihrab of the 
shah mosque.”102 similarly, in a poem on isfahan com-
pleted in 1674, mir nijat described the shah mosque and 
the maydan before referring to the coffeehouses them-
selves, which “appeared in front [of the maydan], like 
the arches of the brows of the cruel beloved.”103

the most impressive feature of the maydan coffee-
houses, however, was not their physical shape but rath-
er their nighttime appearance. the sources refer in 
particular to elaborate lighting structures hung from the 
ceilings inside the establishments. according to Kotov, 
“above the height of a man is stretched plaited iron wire 
like a net or a chessboard, and in every hole is placed a 
glass bowl and in these is poured rose water with oil and 
they light these glasses with oil.”104 the observation of 
the russian merchant is repeated by Fryer: “at night 
here are abundance of lamps lighted, and let down in 
glasses from the concave part of the roof, by wires or 
ropes, hanging in a circle.”105 since its first use by the 
Yemeni sufi orders, coffee drinking had always been as-
sociated with nighttime activities and prolonged wak-
ing hours.106 in that sense, the coffeehouses had a 
tremendous impact on the appearance and uses of the 
maydan as a public space: illuminating the plaza, they 
extended the social life of the city’s main public square 
beyond the working hours of daytime. nocturnal activ-
ity was particularly intense during the month of rama-
dan, when Kotov observed that “in the kafs and on the 
maidan they play and dance and have all sorts of games 
the whole night, with candles and tapers and lamps.”107 
it is hard to conceive of any substance other than coffee 
that would be conducive to such a prolonged nighttime 
euphoria. at night, with other shops closed, the arcades 
of the northern side of the maydan would have ap-
peared as a row of bright arches, lit by a myriad of lamps 
burning in the coffeehouses.108 

to nighttime or daytime revelers of isfahan, coffee 
and tobacco were just two of the pleasures available in 
the northern area of the maydan. indeed, it was proba-
bly no coincidence that directly behind the coffeehous-
es was the market of confectionaries (bāzār-i qannādhā), 
offering sweets (such as nabāt or ḥalvā) that could be 
consumed with coffee (safavid physicians deemed it 
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side.”117 maliha’s description is echoed by Chardin, who 
referred to takhtgah as one of “the famous places of the 
city,” with numerous cabarets of coffee and kūknār (a 
beverage made from the opium poppy). in takhtgah, 
Chardin noted, one could always find large crowds of 
people gathering to drink, converse, or visit the shrine.118

maliha’s reference to two still-extant spots—the 
porch overlooking the tomb chamber of harun-i vilayat 
and the portal of the ʿali mosque—leaves little doubt 
that the elongated space delineated by the main façade 
of the mosque and the east façade of the shrine complex 
was known as takhtgah in safavid times and that it fea-
tured drinking houses in the seventeenth century, if not 
earlier.119 indeed, the symmetrical configuration of the 
blind arched panels on the façades of the two structures 
suggests that they were laid out to form an articulated 
space, with the shrine porch and the mosque portal 
standing at the center (fig. 18). old photographs, and a 
view drawn by the French painter Eugène Flandin in 
1840, indicate that the arched panels featured doorways 
leading to now-altered covered spaces (fig. 19). hovering 
above the complex was the still-extant 50-meter-high 
minaret of the ʿali mosque, the tallest structure of old 
isfahan. despite massive transformations, one can still 
imagine takhtgah, with its tile mosaic ornaments and 
lined with drinking houses.

since the two structures defining the area were built 
during the reign of shah ismaʿil (r. 1501–24), it is likely 
that the construction of takhtgah dates from the same 
period and that wine or other drinks were served there 
before the introduction of coffee and tobacco.120 never-
theless, compared to the coffeehouses of “new isfahan,” 
it appears that the establishments at takhtgah were of 
a relatively different character. the sources refer to a 
widespread use of opium in this locale. in fact, as Char-
din relates, the houses bordering the old maydan were 
known primarily as opium dens (kūknārkhāna) rather 
than coffeehouses.121 located adjacent to the shrine of 
isfahan’s “patron saint,” venerated by all the city’s sects 
and minorities (including the Jews and Christians), 
these establishments were probably frequented by a 
broader spectrum of the populace, especially the resi-
dents of the old city. moreover, if the old maydan of 
isfahan was indeed the model for the new plaza that 
shah ʿabbas constructed, then it is likely that takhtgah 

bacco or savor a few sips of coffee, engaging in pastimes 
that had become pervasive around the globe.114

a broader knowledge of the configuration of the cof-
feehouses and their relationship with the open space of 
the plaza allows for a new interpretation of the entire 
maydan. the addition of a second ring of shops looking 
onto the plaza fundamentally transformed the relation-
ship between the surrounding built mass and the open-
air space of the plaza. “the initial project,” wrote 
Galdieri, “did not foresee a row of privileged shops open 
towards the square.”115 With this addition, rather than a 
unified monolithic space, the maydan was now experi-
enced as a continuous promenade, delineated by shops 
on one side and the water canal and a row of trees on 
the other. it was a space whose defining boundaries 
were formed, almost literally, by the flow of consumer 
goods and substances. the coffeehouses constituted an 
integral component of this emergent form of the public 
space. indeed, they may have been the very motive for 
reshaping the space of the maydan by adding a row of 
shops with a “street front.”  

thE CoFFEEhousEs oF isFahan

in addition to the maydan and the Chaharbagh, takht-
gah (literally the “throne-place”) was another locale of 
safavid isfahan famed for its coffeehouses. adjoining 
the shrine of harun-i vilayat (the city’s most popular site 
of pilgrimage), takhtgah was located on the south side 
of the maydan-i harun-i vilayat or old maydan 
(maydān-i kuhna), the pre-safavid square of isfahan (see 
fig. 1). one of the earliest references to takhtgah can be 
found in a biographical dictionary dating from the early 
years of the reign of ʿabbas, in which the author refers 
to “takhtgah-i harun-i vilayat located at the end of the 
maydān,” and relates an anecdote about two poets “who 
were exploring the maydān atop takhtgah.”116 in his 
biographical compendium, maliha refers to a poet 
whom he met in “the coffeehouse of takhtgah-i sifah-
an”; with his back to the steel screen of harun-i vilayat’s 
tomb, he would sit on a porch (ṣuffa) that lay opposite 
the ʿali mosque (masjid-i ʿAlī). maliha further remarks 
that in isfahan there is no place finer than takhtgah, 
where “one hundred coffeehouses are located side-by-
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outside the Jubarah Gate, which was located north of 
the walled city.123

Coffee was also available on the hasanabad (now Kh-
vaju) bridge, which was completed in 1659 (fig. 20). vis-
iting isfahan in the early eighteenth century, de bruyn 
saw many isfahanis who, in “an infinite number of both 
sexes,” flocked to the bridge in the evening, smoking and 
drinking coffee.124 de bruyn’s observation illustrates 
how social interactions on the bridge were enlivened 
by coffee and tobacco. Coffee was either prepared in 
one of the closed rooms on the lower level of the bridge, 
or perhaps sold by wandering vendors. Equally signifi-
cant is de bruyn’s reference to the presence of both 
sexes, which belies the notion of strict segregation by 

was the inspiration for building a row of coffeehouses 
on the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan.

Except for takhtgah, which lay at the heart of the old 
city, other coffeehouses of seventeenth-century isfahan 
were located in new safavid developments. maliha re-
fers to one near the gate of Chaharbagh-i saʿadatabad, a 
tree-lined avenue (khīyābān) on the eastern border of 
the now-vanished saʿadatabad Garden, laid out under 
shah ʿabbas ii (r. 1642–66) (see fig. 1). this coffeehouse 
might have been one of the two structures that flanked 
the southern gate of the avenue, as depicted in the plan 
drawn by beaudouin in 1932.122 similar coffeehouses 
were located in other suburban areas. in his compen-
dium, maliha refers at least three times to a coffeehouse 

Fig. 18. restored plan of takhtgah: 1) maydan-i harun-i 
vilayat (old maydan); 2) tomb chamber of harun vilayat; 3) 
porch (ṣuffa) overlooking the tomb chamber; 4) entrance 
portal of the ʿali mosque. (plan: Farshid Emami) 

Fig. 19. Eugène Flandin, drawing showing an impressionistic 
view of takhtgah, ca. 1840. (after Eugène Flandin, Voyage en 
Perse de MM. Eugène Flandin et Pascal Coste, Perse moderne 
[paris, ca. 1850], pl. lXiii) 
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at its original function.127 according to an endowment 
deed dating from the early 1700s, there was a coffee-
house, along with a bakery and candle-making shop 
(shammāʿī), “behind the Chihil sutun.” these were like-
ly located along the public pathway running on the 
northern and western borders of the Chihil sutun Gar-
den and connecting the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan to the 
Chaharbagh.128 the coffee trade also left its mark on 
 urban topography. Judging from the aforementioned 
british library scroll, coffee was one of the major com-
modities imported to isfahan’s markets. a 1924 map of 
isfahan indicates that there was an entrance known as 
the Coffee Gate (darvāza-yi qahva) on the eastern bor-
der of the city. moreover, a market branching off from 
the main bazaar was known as the coffee bazaar (bāzār-i 
qahva), which led to a coffee market (tīmcha-yi qahva), 

gender in later safavid times, suggesting that as late as 
the early eighteenth century, and despite the measures 
taken under later safavid monarchs, social pastimes 
such as drinking coffee, smoking tobacco, and strolling 
in public spaces were enjoyed by both male and female 
 urbanites.125

From the early seventeenth century onward, the cof-
feehouse also became an integral component of com-
mercial and charitable complexes. Chardin alludes to a 
coffeehouse in the district of hasanabad, which the sec-
retary of the provinces (munshī al-mamālik) mirza razi 
had built, along with a bazaar, caravanserai, mosque, 
and bathhouse.126 similarly, in a complex developed by 
the vizier saru taqi, there appears to have been a cof-
feehouse alongside the market. its form, which closely 
resembles those on the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan, hints 

Fig. 20. hasanabad (Khvaju) bridge. (photo: Farshid Emami) 
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of the mosque, suggesting that the coffeehouse was built 
as part of the same building campaign. inscribed in a tile 
panel on a portal of the mosque is a poem by nasrabadi 
himself, indicating that the renovation of the mosque 
was completed in 1669; it was around the same year that 
the poet, according to his autobiography, decided to 
build a coffeehouse and seclude himself in the lunban 
area.133 a study of old plans and photographs shows that 
the coffeehouse originally faced a verdant rectangular 
courtyard on the southeastern side of the mosque. the 
building’s tripartite layout is reminiscent of the coffee-
houses on the Chaharbagh. despite its dilapidated state, 
one can imagine the view of old plane trees framed in 
the arched iwan of the coffeehouse.

provinCial and suburban CoFFEEhousEs

not long after they became established in isfahan, cof-
feehouses began to proliferate in provincial cities. testi-
fying to their spread, Chardin pronounced coffee houses 
“the most beautiful places in the cities” of safavid iran. 

where this commodity was probably traded and 
stored.129 perhaps coffee beans were also roasted and 
ground here, to be distributed in isfahan’s coffeehouses. 
according to Kaempfer, one could see “all over persia 
and in the bazaars and in the roads day laborers” en-
gaged in the roasting and grinding of coffee beans.130

another famed coffeehouse of isfahan, located in the 
vicinity of the lunban mosque, was built by the poet 
nasrabadi, who in his autobiography tells us that it was 
after the passing of his dear friends that he decided to 
abandon the coffeehouse he used to frequent and seek 
seclusion in the lunban mosque.131 located to the west 
of ʿabbasabad, the lunban area was closer to the poet’s 
ancestral home in the southwestern outskirts of isfahan 
(fig. 1). maliha, who met nasrabadi in 1679, reports that 
the latter walked from his home to the coffeehouse ev-
eryday.132 

nasrabadi’s coffeehouse is probably the modest 
structure that is still standing in the rear area of the 
mosque (fig. 21). although the building is undated, it is 
aligned with the seventeenth-century additions to the 
complex and its brick decoration is consistent with that 

Fig. 21. views of the structure in the rear area of the lunban mosque in isfahan, probably the coffeehouse built by the poet 
nasrabadi in the 1670s. (photos: Farshid Emami) 
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a similar sense can be gleaned from Kaempfer’s travel 
journal, which refers to at least four coffeehouses along 
the route from isfahan to bandar abbas on the shore of 
the persian Gulf.144 

a safavid coffeehouse is preserved in the mahyar 
Caravanserai, located some fifty kilometers south of is-
fahan (fig. 22). according to Fryer, coffee was served 
here in the safavid period.145 With a double string of 
shops and a five-sided recess at the entrance, the design 
of the mahyar Caravanserai is unusual, though it closely 
resembles the northern side of the maydan-i naqsh-i 
Jahan (fig. 23). here, merchants and travelers heading 
north towards isfahan were presented with an overture 
of the tastes and sights of the capital. situated at the end 
of a row of shops, the caravanserai’s café is accessible 
both from the covered lane in the rear and directly from 
outside. the coffeehouse has a tripartite layout, with a 
central hall flanked by two alcoves. also noteworthy is 
the pairing of the coffeehouse with a bakery; together 
they would have provided an apt mix of light meals and 
drinks to refresh weary travelers.146 as the example of 
the mahyar Caravanserai shows, the coffeehouse per-
haps played an integral role in shaping a new concep-
tion of caravanserais, too; no longer a castle-like 
impregnable structure, the roadside inn had also be-
come more integrated into the surrounding landscape. 

thE milliEu oF isFahan’s CoFFEEhousEs: 
visual and litErarY rEprEsEntations

While the proliferation of coffeehouses in provincial cit-
ies and commercial complexes testifies to the rapid dis-
semination of coffee in safavid iran, nowhere was the 
institution as intertwined with safavid society and cul-
ture as in the cosmopolitan capital. the coffeehouses of 
isfahan provided venues for rendezvous and hosted lit-
erary gatherings—which at times involved heated de-
bates.147 several poets and artists spent their entire days 
in coffeehouses, and some practiced their crafts there 
too: mulla Ghururi, who earned a living through draw-
ing marginal rulings in manuscripts (jadval-kashī), for 
instance, “resided in the coffeehouse” (dar qahvakhāna 
sākin būd).148 Coffeehouses were not only the main sites 
of literary circles in safavid realms but also acted as hubs 

in tabriz, he saw several public houses for drinking cof-
fee and smoking tobacco (cabarets á Cahvé et tabac).134 
the author of a local history of Yazd completed in the 
third quarter of the seventeenth century mentions 
several coffeehouses in the city, and refers to tarrying 
in the coffeehouse as “the habit of the time” (ʿādat-i  
ahl-i zamāna).135 maliha, who travelled city by city from 
samarqand to isfahan around 1680, also visited several 
provincial coffeehouses. indeed, so central were coffee-
houses to his itinerary that mcChesney suggests maliha 
actually traveled “by way of the coffeehouses of those 
cities.”136 as in isfahan, it was in the coffeehouses that 
he would encounter the literati.137 

little is known about the layout of the coffeehouses 
in provincial cities, but the sources suggest that, as in 
isfahan, they were also situated in major urban spaces. 
in Kashan, the agha Qiyasa Coffeehouse was located on 
the maydan-i sangin, the main public square of the city, 
originally developed in the mid-fifteenth century.138 in 
Yazd, there were coffeehouses in the maydan-i Khvaja 
and the maydan-i vaqt-i saʿat; even the cistern 
(chāhkhāna) of the famous Friday mosque of the city 
had been turned into a coffeehouse.139 a review of the 
plan of Yazd reveals the degree to which the addition of 
coffeehouses had transformed the meaning and func-
tion of the city’s main public spaces, such as the Friday 
mosque’s courtyard and the maydāns. in mashhad, 
there was one coffeehouse near the shrine of imam riza; 
according to maliha, it was located “opposite the steel 
screen (shabakah) of the imam’s tomb.”140 this coffee-
house was probably built on the urban spaces of mash-
had developed around the shrine under ʿabbas i. as in 
the capital, these large-scale projects were not merely 
representations of imperial order but also conduits 
through which new social habits were disseminated 
across safavid domains.141

by the mid-seventeenth century, the coffeehouse had 
become an integral component of caravanserais, too. 
according to maliha, coffee was served in a caravanserai 
outside a gate of the city of sabzavar in Khurasan.142 
traveling from the Gulf shore to isfahan, Fryer stayed in 
a caravanserai near the city of ashkdez, where he took 
up residence “in a convenient room, formerly designed 
for a Coffee-house, having a tank of Water in the mid-
dle, with broad seats around, either to lie or sit on.”143 
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Fig. 22. plan of the mahyar Caravanserai, with the coffeehouse in the southwest corner. (after maxime siroux, Caravan-
sérails d’Iran et petites constructions routières [Cairo, 1949], 59) 

Fig. 23. view of the main façade of the mahyar Caravanserai in 1937. Washington, d.C., Freer Gallery of art and arthur m. 
sackler Gallery archives, smithsonian institution. (photo: myron bement smith) 
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(story of abu-muslim), as well as a growing number of 
newly forged narratives, which cast the deeds of the 
early safavid kings as quasi-mythical heroic adventures. 
Yet storytelling was not merely a static oral recitation 
but was also accompanied by music and theatrical en-
actments. nasrabadi tells us about a certain sabuhi, who 
was not only good at reciting the story of hamza and the 
Shāhnāma but was also unparalleled in adorning the 
scene (majlis-ārāʾī) and a master in music.155 likewise, 
mulla muʾmin, who recited the Shāhnāma in coffee-
houses, was known for his peculiar demeanor and ap-
pearance: “he would wear a gown with printed designs 
(qabā-yi bāsma), which he embroidered in various col-
ors, while placing the scroll [that he used for reciting] in 
his headgear.”156 in all likelihood, storytellers who used 
illustrated figural screens (sing. ṣūratkhvān) were also 
active in coffeehouses.157 the centrally planned archi-
tecture of the coffeehouses, with their surrounding 
raised platforms, provided an apt setting for such per-
formances. the coffeehouses of the maydan-i naqsh-i 
Jahan, in particular, would have allowed multiple story-
tellers to perform simultaneously.

Gradually, coffee and the coffeehouse permeated the 
capital’s literary parlance, and verses with coffee-related 
imagery began to appear. the new poetic imagery was 
largely derived from wine culture. the cultural trope of 
praising the young male sāqī (cup-bearer) was carried 
on into the coffeehouse, as indicated by the multiplicity 
of references to the fetching servers of isfahan’s coffee-
houses. shams, who ran the drinking house on the Cha-
harbagh, hired good-looking youths as servers, and also 
composed new songs for each of them.158 nasrabadi re-
lates several anecdotes about poets infatuated with the 
youthful servers of isfahan’s coffeehouses. in the homo-
erotic milieu of the coffeehouse, the sāqī—the conven-
tional beloved of arabic, persian, and turkish 
poetry—had found a new counterpart in the qahvachī 
(coffee server).159

From the early seventeenth century onwards, a simi-
lar dynamism between wine and coffee imagery emerg-
es in safavid visual culture. one of the earliest 
examples—and indeed one of the first visual represen-
tations of coffee in iran—is a 1630 work by the famed 
painter riza ʿabbasi (d. ca. 1635). typical of riza’s later 
style, it depicts a youth kneeling on a golden landscaped 

in a broader network of cultural exchange in the per-
sianate world. to meet with the city’s preeminent men 
of letters, a learned samarqandi visitor such as maliha 
did not require an invitation to a courtly assembly or a 
literary salon (majlis) at a private mansion—he need 
only step into a coffeehouse.149 in a similar vein, it was 
in isfahan’s coffeehouses that artworks began to be sold 
on an open market to a broader range of clients: to pur-
chase a single-page painting of sadiqi beg, an indian 
merchant would only have to look for the artist himself 
in the coffeehouse.150 the coffeehouse was thus central 
to the formation of interconnected regional and trans-
regional publics and audiences, whose patronage and 
engagement had a lasting impact on the formats and 
contents of both literary and artistic creations. the in-
tegration of coffeehouses into orderly urban spaces, in 
isfahan and elsewhere, would no doubt have accentu-
ated their public function.

the habit of drinking coffee altered the rhythms of 
everyday life in and around the urban spaces of isfahan. 
in his aforementioned treatise, Qazi b. Kashif al-din rec-
ommended a few cups in the morning, and two to three 
cups after a meal.151 the popularization of coffee drink-
ing likely increased the consumption of certain other 
substances, too. to achieve humoral balance according 
to the prevalent Galenic precepts, coffee was often con-
sumed with a wide range of spices, including cloves (qa-
ranful), nutmeg (jauz), and ginger (zanjabīl).152 Eating 
habits and the order of meals were also affected by cof-
fee: by the end of the seventeenth century a new type of 
meal that was taken in the morning had become known 
as taḥt al-qahva (literally, “before coffee”).153 many mer-
chants and artisans working in the markets of isfahan 
probably started their days in coffeehouses, with coffee 
and something sweet, in a manner that was becoming 
more and more cosmopolitan. 

in coffeehouses patrons were entertained by story-
tellers (sing. qiṣṣakhvān). performed around the clock in 
covered illuminated structures, storytelling was now 
unaffected by cycles of day and night or the vicissitudes 
of the climate, as it had been in medieval times.154 in 
addition to Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma (book of Kings), which 
had its own professional narrators (sing. Shāhnāma-
khvān), there were popular romances such as the 
Hamzanāma (story of hamza) and the Abū-Muslimnāma 
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Fig. 24. riza ʿabbasi, “Kneeling youth offering coffee.” tehran, Gulistan palace library, ms. 1668 (muraqqaʿ-i Gulistan or 
Gulshan), fol. 37. (photo: courtesy of the Gulistan palace library) 
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represents an attempt at incorporating new objects—
and the bodily gestures associated with them—in a rep-
ertoire of familiar forms. Whether based on a live 
model or an impression, it is more likely that an urban 
coffeehouse of safavid isfahan, rather than a courtly or 
private assembly, was the source of inspiration for riza’s 
painting.162 moreover, the idealized facial features of 
the servant do not necessarily mean that contemporary 
beholders regarded the picture as a generic depiction; 
like one of the much admired coffee-servers praised in 
poetry of the time, the image may have been seen as a 
likeness of an individual server.163 

in addition to these cultural tropes, the painting re-
flects another novel aspect of safavid coffee culture: 
the utensils used for drinking coffee. beginning in the 
seventeenth century, a relatively new shape of ves-
sel—porcelain coffee cups—began to be imported and 
manu factured in far greater quantities, which is indica-
tive of the rapid development of coffee drinking as a 
social habit.164 For instance, the records of the dutch 
East india Company indicate that in 1634 100,000 cof-
fee cups were shipped to bandar abbas (Gomboron), 
the chief entrepôt of safavid iran on the persian Gulf.165 
the elements forming the moment rendered in riza’s 
painting thus point to a broader web of maritime trade 
that emerged in the early modern period. perhaps it was 
not just coffee that reached the safavid capital from afar 
through a ship sailing from mocha to bandar abbas; the 
porcelain coffee cups depicted in the painting may also 
have arrived in isfahan from China by way of a dutch 
vessel. 

riza’s painting is thus emblematic of the unprece-
dented ways in which seventeenth-century safavid vi-
sual culture engaged with aspects of urban life. in both 
words and images, what was largely a metaphoric topos 
in medieval persianate culture was now expressed with 
a more pronounced degree of realism.166 the emerging 
practice had multiple roots, to be sure, but one could 
argue that it was the very space of the coffeehouse that 
fostered an audience for such single-figure paintings, 
while encouraging a higher degree of social realism by 
contributing to the rapid expansion of material life. the 
youth in riza’s painting might have been seen as a 
 depiction of a real server in one of isfahan’s coffee- 
houses—perhaps on one of the Chaharbagh outdoor 

background, offering a tray with three Chinese-style 
blue-and-white cups filled with coffee (fig. 24).160 While 
the overall posture and facial features of the subject fol-
low conventional renditions of youthful cup-bearers, 
certain unprecedented features set this painting apart: 
unlike wine, coffee is served on a tray (sīnī), and the tra-
ditional long-necked crystal flask (ṣurāhī), often depict-
ed half-filled with red wine, is here replaced with a drab 
metal coffee pot (qahva-jūsh or qarā-āftāba).161 Yet per-
haps the most distinctive feature of the painting lies in 
the rendition of the figure’s hand gesture: in contrast to 
shallow wine cups (pīyāla or qadaḥ), which are custom-
arily held from below with the forefinger and thumb 
poised in a delicate fashion, here the porcelain coffee 
cup (finjān) is gripped from above, with all the fingers 
placed around the rim, a gesture clearly suggesting that 
the beverage was hot, as do the undulating lines of 
steam rising from the cups. (indeed, sources confirm 
that coffee was consumed very hot.) as sheila Canby 
notes, the stance of the figure, the direction of his gaze, 
and even the swirls of steam rising from the cups, are all 
suggestive of a space extending beyond the picture 
plane. Exuding an instantaneous aura, the painting cap-
tures the moment the server has knelt, poured coffee, 
and placed the pot back down, before offering a cup to 
a client seated on the ground, as the direction of his gaze 
suggests. For the person being served, the aroma of cof-
fee mingled with the scent of the narcissus tucked in the 
back of the server’s sash, a sensory experience further 
augmented by the sight of the server’s shining garment. 
(note also the yellow wad underneath the server’s 
knees, which was probably laid on the ground to pre-
serve his delicate garment.) rather than the wine flask 
and shallow cup, here the coffee pot and porcelain cups 
point to the role of the represented figure.

although the extent to which such portraits were 
drawn from life is contested, in this particular painting 
a sort of naturalism is definitely at work. Even if the styl-
ized rendition of the youth’s face—as manifest in his 
bowed brows and fair complexion, as well as the tresses 
on his temples (zulf)—points to established tropes of 
beauty, the hand gestures, coffee cups, tray, and metal 
pot capture the new realities of everyday life for the 
elites of isfahan, reflecting a yearning for desire and 
beauty in an evolving mundane context. the painting 
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 signals a vibrant subversive milieu, achieved through 
conversation. Equally remarkable were the measures 
taken by shah ʿabbas, indicating that such activities 
were seen as a serious threat to the authority of the mon-
arch. shah ʿ abbas’s frequent visits to coffeehouses were 
also noted by Kotov, who wrote that “the shah himself 
rides out to disport himself almost everyday and goes to 
the kafs.”170 

obviously, the unplanned presence of the patriarch 
in the coffeehouse was not simply for the purpose of 
entertainment: it was also an instrument of control 
and surveillance. the imbrication of the realms of the 
ruling authority and the public sphere appears to have 
been a distinctive feature of the institution in early 
seventeenth-century safavid society. during the reign 
of ʿabbas i, coffee houses were instrumental in repre-
senting the shah as a highly visible ruler; they consti-
tuted one of the main, and perhaps the most significant, 
 spaces of the city in which the monarch appeared, and 
interacted with, the public. as stages for representation 
of power, then, the coffeehouses of isfahan played an 
important role in the promulgation of an image of the 
omnipresent safavid king, who relied on visibility to 
legi timate his power.171 in habermasian terminology, 
the coffeehouse not only was an institution of the pub-
lic sphere, but also acted as a stage for “representative 
public ness.”172  

in reality, however, this was not a consistent practice. 
over the last two decades of his reign, shah ʿ abbas spent 
limited time in isfahan. nor was the omniscience of the 
safavid ruler perpetuated by ʿabbas’s successors, who 
became more aloof and removed from the urban land-
scape, confining court ceremonies to the spaces of the 
palace.173 While royal patronage was initially significant 
in the formation of coffeehouses, the publics of late sa-
favid times altered and appropriated these spaces. as 
the royal presence waned, the new publics and social 
associations formed in isfahan’s coffeehouses, urban 
spaces, and public institutions were further invigorated. 

throughout the middle decades of the seventeenth 
century, efforts to control coffeehouses and the social 
atmosphere they encouraged were waged under the 
banner of religion rather than politics. the first recorded 
campaign against the “immoral deeds” common in cof-

platforms—whose new spatial conception paralleled 
the transformations occurring in safavid visual and lit-
erary culture.

thE CoFFEhousE and thE publiC sphErE: 
EXpansion, appropriation, and dEmisE

European reports hint at a subversive political atmo-
sphere in isfahan’s coffeehouses. in these establish-
ments, wrote Chardin, “people engage in conversation, 
for it is there that news is communicated and where 
those interested in politics criticize the government in 
all freedom and without being fearful.”167 a similar nar-
rative is found in Fryer’s description: “hither repair all 
those that are covetous of news, as well as barterers of 
Goods; where not only Fame and common rumour is 
promulged, but poetry too, for some of that tribe are 
always present to reherse [sic] their poems, and disperse 
their Fables to the Company.”168 Even more telling is  
a passage in tavernier’s travelogue, which is indicative 
of the great opportunity for free political discussion 
spawned by the coffeehouse, as well as the attempts of 
the state to control the public sphere:

all the Persians that have any spare time, fail not every day 
to resort to those places between seven and eight in the 
morning, where the owner of the room presently brings 
them every one their pipe and their dish of Coffee. but the 
Great Shah ʿ Abbas, who was a man of a great understanding, 
finding those places were only so many meeting-houses, 
where men assembled to talk and prattle of state-affairs, a 
thing which no way pleased him; to break the neck of those 
petty cabals, he ordered that a Moullah should be sure to 
be betimes at every place before the rest of the people came 
thither, and that he should entertain those tobacco-
whiffers, and Coffee-quaffers, sometimes with a point of 
the law, sometimes with history, sometimes with poetry. 
this custom is still observed: so that after this entertain-
ment has lasted two or three hours, the Moullah rising up, 
crys to everyone in the Coffee-room, Come my Masters, in 
good time, let’s all now retire every man to his business. 
straight every one retires upon the Moullah’s words, who 
is liberally entertained all the while by the society.169  

tavernier’s evocative description of those “talk[ing] and 
prattl[ing] of state-affairs” as well as “petty cabals” 
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such castigations were coupled with royal action af-
ter the accession of shah sultan husayn, who, upon as-
suming the throne in 1694, embarked on an extensive 
campaign against violations of the shariʾa: wine, wher-
ever it was found in isfahan, was poured out on the 
ground in the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan, and the vessels 
used to drink it were smashed; gambling was banned 
and brothels were dismantled.178 indeed, the enormous 
royal madrasa built by sultan husayn must have been 
deliberately placed on the site of the drinking houses in 
the very heart of the Chaharbagh. When the coffeehouse 
reopened after the construction of the madrasa, it pro-
jected a very different message: physically incorporated 
into a religious establishment and decorated with vers-
es from the Koran, the coffeehouse was now a beacon of 
piety rather than a bastion of hedonism, or so it seemed 
(fig. 25). 

despite these developments, it appears that until the 
early eighteenth century, coffeehouses continued to 
function as vigorously as they had in the earlier period. 
it was rather the fall of the safavids in 1722 that ushered 

feehouses was instigated in 1645 by Khalifa sultan, the 
devout vizier of shah ʿ abbas ii.174 distancing itself from 
the folk sufi ethos, a clerical shariʿa-based version of 
shiʿism had come to dominate the safavid state. Wan-
dering dervishes and storytellers, who were instruments 
of propaganda in the formative period of the safavid 
polity, were now seen as threats to the centralized bu-
reaucratic state in the urbanized metropolitan context 
of isfahan. by the mid-seventeenth century, the coffee-
house had turned into the most contested space of the 
capital, and was at the center of a heated dispute among 
clerics, the literati, and dervishes. 

it has been suggested that following these actions 
against coffeehouses a fundamental transformation oc-
curred in the prevalent social milieu of the institution, 
which began to accommodate less sensitive activities, 
such as games and light conversations. For nasrabadi, 
settling in the coffeehouse was synonymous with dis-
tancing himself from forbidden practices and entering 
an erudite circle of poets. a similar sense is conveyed in 
the aforementioned poem by mir nijat, which describes 
the coffeehouses of the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan as a 
gathering place of the spiritual and learned, likening its 
platforms to “the kingdom of Greece.”175 the addition of 
coffeehouses to the lunban mosque in isfahan and to 
the Friday mosque in Yazd is also suggestive of an ex-
pansion in the social purview of the establishment, 
which is likewise confirmed by Kaempfer’s observation 
that coffeehouses were included in madrasas.176 this 
integration of the coffeehouse into madrasas and 
mosques can be read as the co-opting of a predominant-
ly secular institution by the expanding religious public 
sphere of the late safavid era. obviously, the coffee-
house could coexist with normative religious institu-
tions in a manner that would have been inconceivable 
for other establishments. if in the early years of its intro-
duction, the coffeehouse had something of the antino-
mian ethos of the medieval wine tavern, it was now 
more aligned with the pursuit of piety and erudition. 
nevertheless, this was by no means a pervasive transfor-
mation: even in this later period the coffeehouse was 
much vilified for the “improper behaviors” that it fos-
tered. a late safavid source, for instance, compared 
coffee houses to “schools of  satan” (madāris-i shayṭān).177

Fig. 25. detail of the façade of the Chaharbagh madrasa, 
showing one of the two epigraphic tile panels on the eleva-
tion of the coffeehouse. (photo: Farshid Emami) 
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ConClusion

by bringing the architectural layout and urban configu-
ration of safavid coffeehouses into sharper focus, this 
study examined the role of the coffeehouse in fashion-
ing new forms and conceptions of the built environment 
in safavid iran. seen in this light, the grand maydāns and 
khīyābāns of early modern iran were not merely expres-
sions of power or venues of royal leisure but also public 
spaces containing and shaping a wide range of novel 
social practices. the coffeehouses on the maydan-i 
naqsh-i Jahan altered the perceptual character and so-
cial meaning of the city’s main urban plaza. as venues 
for poetic circles, meetings of merchants, and political 
discussions—hosting daytime and nocturnal assem-
blies animated by new stimulants— coffeehouses were 
indeed central to the transformation of the maydan into 
a constituent part of the public domain. in a similar 
vein, the drinking houses of the Chaharbagh played a 
key role in transforming the khīyābān from a suburban 
tree-lined road into a public space. the overall shape of 
the major coffeehouses of isfahan was in turn informed 
by their urban positioning. Consider the coffeehouses of 
the maydan, the Chaharbagh, or even takhtgah: they 
were all constructed in rows or pairs along urban spaces.

the concentration of coffeehouses in the newly de-
veloped areas of safavid isfahan reflects the dichoto-
mous social structure of the city in the seventeenth 
century. in contrast to the cities of the eastern mediter-
ranean, which featured a multitude of coffeehouses op-
erating at different urban scales, the coffeehouses of 
isfahan were mostly located in the quarters inhabited 
by the elite. in isfahan, coffee clearly had a polarizing 
effect. indeed, the sources give little indication that cof-
fee was consumed beyond the urban coffeehouses of the 
new safavid developments, a far cry from istanbul in the 
same period, which reportedly contained more than six 
hundred coffeehouses.183 the urban topography of is-
fahan’s coffeehouses therefore supports matthee’s con-
clusion that, in safavid times, coffee was primarily a 
luxury commodity “enjoyed by the upper and middle 
strata of late safavid urban society.”184 this dichotomy 
was manifested in the dual urban form of isfahan, in the 
contrast between the opium dens lining the old may-
dan and the coffeehouses of the maydan-i naqsh-i 

in a rapid decline in coffee culture. traveling in the late 
eighteenth century, the Frenchman Guillaume-antoine 
olivier was struck by the unattractive appearance of cof-
feehouses, a condition at odds with what he had read in 
the narratives of Chardin and tavernier. unlike in tur-
key, coffeehouses were not popular in iran, and indeed 
coffee was rarely served in them.179 by the end of the 
nineteenth century, safavid coffeehouses had utterly 
receded from the minds of isfahan’s inhabitants. noth-
ing is more telling in this regard than the statement of 
mirza husayn Khan, a local official who compiled a geo-
graphical study of isfahan in 1893. referring to the new-
ly established coffeehouses of the city, he noted that 
earlier “the coffeehouse in the middle of the old Chahar-
bagh” was the only one functioning in isfahan. “a few 
coffeehouses have been built in recent years,” he further 
adds, but people avoid them, “yet soon they will get used 
to it.” 180 the coffeehouse had returned to the city again, 
serving tea this time, and seen, yet again, as a novel phe-
nomenon with a potential for political subversion.181

Coffee was not produced in safavid lands. While it 
was initially disseminated by way of overland connec-
tions to ottoman territories, by the mid-seventeenth 
century it was mainly traded through sea routes domi-
nated by European companies. by the turn of the 
eighteenth century, the coffee imported to safavid ter-
ritories came not just from Yemen but also from the 
dutch colonies in Java.182 the prosperity of isfahan in 
the seventeenth century stemmed from a global equilib-
rium between overland and maritime trade networks. 
Coffee and tobacco were exotic commodities consumed 
by a privileged group of urbanites who enjoyed a culture 
of consumption made possible by a prosperous urban 
economy that relied on long-distance commerce as a 
major source of wealth. in the nineteenth century—
when the elite quarters of isfahan were all in ruins, when 
the drinking house of the Chaharbagh was the only one 
functioning in the city and the coffeehouses on the may-
dan had been taken over by the market—it was hard to 
imagine the once vibrant coffeehouses that had existed 
in the safavid era. When commodities ceased to flow, 
so too did the beat of life in isfahan’s foremost public 
 institution.
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merely as a gesture of piety but also to create spaces that 
would mediate between the ruling elite and subjects. 
When the chronicler Junabadi wrote that taverns and 
coffeehouses were prepared for “wine-drinking com-
panions and poor opium-consuming people,” he cast 
the creation of coffeehouses in a similar fashion: as a 
benevolent royal action for needy subjects. but as this 
study has attempted to show, there was much more to 
safavid coffeehouses than serving the indigent. indeed, 
rather than solidifying the social fabric, the coffeehouse 
was a source of tension. the distinctive nature of the 
coffeehouse as an urban institution affected the medi-
eval social dynamic in various ways. the spatial struc-
ture of safavid isfahan encapsulated this altered social 
configuration.

all in all, safavid coffeehouses should be explained as 
a transformative social phenomenon that emerged in 
the context of heightened interactions in the early mod-
ern world. as a novel public institution, the coffeehouse 
not only shaped and contained new forms of sociability 
but also affected established social practices and the 
urban spaces in which they were taking place. Embed-
ded in a cosmopolitan metropolis, the coffeehouses of 
safavid isfahan contributed to the expansion of the pub-
lic domain and engendered new conceptions of urban-
ity, civic space, and public architecture. seen in this 
light, the impact of coffee—and the physical setting and 
social practices associated with it—on seventeenth-
century safavid urban society is fairly comparable to 
other contexts in the early modern world: the coffee-
house was a social institution flourishing in a realm of 
commodity exchange—the primary locus of an emerg-
ing public sphere.
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 Jahan. Compared with its medieval counterparts, the 
coffeehouse was definitely a more inclusive social insti-
tution. Yet rather than obliterating class differences, the 
presence of a broader spectrum of society in the space 
of the coffeehouse gave rise to new performative expres-
sions of social distinctions. the coffeehouses gave shape 
to the elites of isfahan and, by framing their bodies and 
cosmopolitan social habits in public spaces, spawned 
new patterns of social behavior and urban leisure.

in terms of architectural layout, coffeehouses drew 
on a variety of older prototypes—garden pavilions, 
bathhouses, and probably wine taverns. Yet despite this 
typological diversity, it appears that a centrally planned 
space with surrounding raised platforms was the most 
common scheme. resembling theaters to European 
visitors, this layout was not only more suitable for 
watching performances and listening to storytellers but 
also provided an intimate space for socializing. the so-
cial practices that were scattered in the spaces of the 
medieval city had now found a permanent space, which 
heightened their intensity and influence.

indeed, this performative aspect, shaped by architec-
ture, was central to the politically and culturally subver-
sive roles that the coffeehouse came to play. it was in 
these spaces of performance that the state and different 
societal groups confronted each other: the mullah in-
stalled by shah ʿabbas in isfahan’s coffeehouses was an 
instrument of state propaganda, intended to maintain 
a degree of social order and curb the social leverage of 
wandering dervishes. it was not merely an action against 
unaccepted religious practices instigated by the fledg-
ling shiʾi orthodoxy of later safavid times but also a mea-
sure against social mobilization and anti-state agitation. 
the theatrical physical character of the coffeehouse was 
thus central to its dual function as the locus of both po-
litical propaganda and social dissent. the coffeehouse 
was not simply a setting for the enactment of state pow-
er but also a venue for performing against its authority.

the earliest safavid coffeehouses were state-spon-
sored public institutions, erected as integral compo-
nents of the extensive building programs of the age of 
shah ʿabbas i. in that sense, their construction shares 
an affinity with an established practice in medieval 
muslim cultures, whereby princes would build hospices, 
soup kitchens, or similar charitable institutions, not 
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14. For the most comprehensive study of coffee and other sub-
stances in safavid iran, see rudi matthee, The Pursuit of 
Pleasure: Drugs and Stimulants in Iranian History, 1500–1900 
(princeton, n.J., 2005) (henceforth cited as matthee, Pur-
suit). also see aladin Goushegir, “le café et les cafés en 
iran, des safavides à l’époque actuelle,” in Cafés d’Orient 
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1. accounts of the royal reception can be found in the travel 

narratives of the spanish ambassador don García de silva 
y Figueroa (d. 1624) and the roman aristocrat and traveler 
pietro della valle (d. 1652). For della valle’s narrative in 
original italian, see pietro della valle, Viaggi di Pietro della 
Valle, il Pellegrino, ed. G. Gancia, 2 vols. (brighton, Eng., 
1843), 2:22–28. For an account of the reception based on 
della valle’s diaries, see mahvash alemi, “i ‘teatri’ di shah 
ʿabbas nella persia del Xvii secolo dai disegni inediti del 
diario di pietro della valle,” in Il mondo islamico: Imma-
gini e ricerche (milan, 1988), 19–25. For silva y Figueroa’s 
narrative in the original spanish, see García de silva y 
Figueroa, Comentarios de la embaxada al rey Xa Abbas de 
Persia (1614–1624), ed. rui manuel loureiro, ana Cristina 
Costa Gomes, and vasco resende, 4 vols. (lisbon, 2011), 
2:535–36. also see García de silva y Figueroa, L’ambassade 
en Perse (paris, 1667), 307. a study of the royal audience 
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Falsafī, Zindagānī-yi Shāh ʿAbbās-i avval, 5 vols. in 3 tomes 
(tehran, 1364 [1985]), 2:703–8. 

2. thomas herbert, Travels in Persia, 1627–1629, ed. William 
Foster (new York, 1929), 45, 261. herbert accompanied the 
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ralph s. hattox, Coffee and Coffeehouses: The Origins of a 
Social Beverage in the Medieval Near East (seattle, 1988). 
see p. 74 for the use of coffee in sufi rituals. also see C. van 
arendonk and K. n. Chaudhuri, Encyclopaedia of Islam, New 
Edition (henceforth EI2) (leiden, 1954–2002), s.v. “Ḳahwa”; 
michel tuchscherer, ed., Le commerce du café avant l’ère des 
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siècle) (Cairo, 2001); sami Zubaida and richard tapper, ed., 
Culinary Cultures of the Middle East (london, 1994). For a 
comparative study of the spread and reception of coffee 
and other stimulants in the early modern period, see rudi 
matthee, “Exotic substances: the introduction and Global 
spread of tobacco, Coffee, Cocoa, tea, and distilled liquor, 
sixteenth to Eighteenth Centuries,” in Drugs and Narcotics 
in History, ed. roy porter and mikuláš teich (Cambridge, 
1995), 24–51.

4. della valle, Viaggi, 1:75.
5. relating an anecdote that coffee was invented and brewed 

by Gabriel “to restore mahomet’s decayed moisture,” her-
bert concluded that coffee is certainly “more ancient than 
mahomet.” see herbert, Travels in Persia, 261.

6. For an example of such views, see bernard lewis, The Mid-
dle East: A Brief History of the Last 2,000 Years (new York, 
1995), which begins with a cliché-ridden description of a 
typical “middle Eastern café.”

7. Jürgen habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Pub-
lic Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, 
trans. thomas burger and Frederick lawrence (Cambridge, 
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1596 (1005). as noted in matthee, Pursuit, 148, this is the 
earliest reference to a coffeehouse in a safavid chronicle.

22. pedro teixeira, The Travels of Pedro Teixeira, trans. William 
F. sinclair (london, 1902), 61–63.

23. it has been suggested that the coffeehouse was first estab-
lished in Qazvin, the safavid capital under shah tahmasb, 
yet we have no evidence to support this claim. mathee’s 
thorough examination of the primary sources has shown 
that there is no mention of coffee in local or European 
sources before the 1590s. see matthee, Pursuit, 146–47.

24. mīrzā bēg Junābādī, Rawżat al-ṣafavīyya, ed. Ghulām-riżā 
Ṭabāṭabāʾī majd (tehran, 1378 [1999]), 761. For the English 
translation, see robert d. mcChesney, “Four sources on 
shah ʿabbas’s buildings of isfahan,” Muqarnas 5 (1988): 
103–34, at 114. 

25. mullā Jalāl al-dīn munajjim Yazdī, Tārīkh-i ʿAbbāsī, yā, 
Rūznāma-yi Mullā Jalāl, ed. sayf allāh vaḥīdniyā (tehran, 
1366 [1987]), 237. 

26. the term khīyābān originally designated pathways in gar-
dens. it was probably in the fifteenth century, in timu-
rid Khurasan and Central asia, that khīyābān came to 
designate monumental tree-lined promenades outside 
gardens as well. For a study of the etymology of the term 
and the earliest references to khīyābāns, see Jalal matini, 
“Khīyābān,” Irān-nāma 1, no. 1 (1361 [1982]): 57–99; and 
muḥammad dābīrsīyāqī, “Khīyābān,” Khurāsān-pazhūhī 
3, no. 1 (1379 [1990]): 199–208. on the khīyābāns of herat, 
see terry allen, Timurid Herat (Wiesbaden, 1983). 

27. Khūzānī iṣfahānī, Chronicle of the Reign of Shah ʿ Abbas, 466. 
Khuzani isfahani reports the construction of the bridge in 
his account of the year 1607 (1016), adding that the bridge 
was finished in five years. Judging from munajjim Yazdi’s 
report, the coffeehouse and sufi hostels of the north Cha-
harbagh were completed in 1602. 

28. For the conception of the Chaharbagh as an elongated 
garden, see mahvash alemi, “the royal Gardens of the 
safavid period: types and models,” in Gardens in the Time 
of the Great Muslim Empires: Theory and Design, ed. attilio 
petruccioli (new York, 1997): 72–96, at 76; mahvash alemi, 
“Chahar bagh,” Environmental Design: Journal of the Islamic 
Environmental Design Research Centre 1 (1986): 38–45.

29. For other studies of the Chaharbagh and the safavid gar-
dens of isfahan, see mahvash alemi, “princely safavid Gar-
dens: stage for rituals of imperial display and political 
legitimacy,” in Middle East Garden Traditions: Unity and 
Diversity; Questions, Methods and Resources in a Multicul-
tural Perspective, ed. michel Conan (Washington, d.C., 
2007), 113–37; mahvash alemi, “safavid royal Gardens and 
their urban relationships,” in A Survey of Persian Art from 
Prehistoric Times to the Present, vol. 18, Islamic Period: From 
the End of the Sasanian Empire to the Present, ed. abbas 
daneshvari (Costa mesa, Calif., 2005), 1–24; mahvash 
alemi, “urban spaces as the scene for the Ceremonies 
and pastimes of the safavid Court,” Environmental Design: 
Journal of the Islamic Environmental Design Research 
 Centre 1–2 (1991): 98–107; stephen blake, Half the World: 

pretations offered by matthee and Goushegir. in addition 
to engaging with neglected visual and physical evidence, i 
have revisited primary textual sources, many of which are 
now available in print. a greater knowledge of the architec-
ture and urban topography of isfahan’s coffeehouses allows 
us to make better sense of otherwise generic or vague tex-
tual descriptions. For other studies of coffee and coffee-
houses in iran, see ʿalī Āl-e dāwūd, Encyclopaedia Iranica, 
ed. Ehsan Yarshater (london, 1982–), s.v.v. “Coffee” and 
“Coffeehouses”; Willem Floor, The Economy of Safavid Per-
sia (Wiesbaden, 2000), 140–43; naṣr allāh Falsafī, “tārīkh-i 
qahva va qahvakhāna,” in Chand maqāla-yi tārīkhī va adabī 
(tehran, 1342 [1963]), 271–83. safavid coffeehouses are 
also discussed in Kathryn babayan, Mystics, Monarchs and 
Messiahs: Cultural Landscapes of Early Modern Iran (Cam-
bridge, mass., 2002), 439–73. For a general study of iranian 
coffeehouses, see ali bulookbashi, Qahvakhānahā-yi Īrān 
(tehran, 1375 [1996]). 

15. see matthee, Pursuit, 145–59. 
16. ʿimād al-dīn maḥmūd b. masʿūd shīrāzī, Risāla-yi afyū-

niy ya, ed. rasūl Chūpānī, umīd Ṣādiqpūr, and vajīha 
panāhī (tehran, 1388 [2009]), 165–69. at the end of his 
treatise, ʿimad al-din shirazi (b. ca. 1515) relates that he 
used coffee as a cure for his addiction to opium, which 
suggests that coffee was available to him at the time. 
Yet since the treatise is undated and the date of the 
author’s death is not known, we do not have a precise 
date for this early reference to coffee. ʿimad al-din shi-
razi was the chief physician at the court of shah tahmasb  
(r. 1525–76), during the latter part of his reign. as one of his 
last works, the treatise on opium probably dates from the 
1560s or 1570s. For a biography, see Cyril Elgood, Safavid 
Medical Practice, or, The Practice of Medicine, Surgery and 
Gynaecology in Persia between 1500 A.D. and 1750 A.D (lon-
don, 1970), 21–25. in an earlier version (aladin Goushegir, 
“le café en iran des safavide et des Qājār [sic] à l’époque 
actuelle,” in Contributions au thème du et des cafés dans 
les sociétés du Proche-Orient, ed. hélène desmet-Grégoire 
[aix-en-provence, 1991], 53–100, at 55) of his 1997 article, 
Goushegir proposed the date 1537 for this early reference 
to coffee, and Āl-e dāwūd (in Encyclopaedia Iranica, s.v. 
“Coffee”) later repeated Goushegir’s suggestion; this date, 
however, is merely conjectural and untenable.

17. sālik al-dīn muḥammad Ḥamavī Yazdī, [Risāla fī qahva 
va chāy va fādzahr va bīkh-i chīnī]: leipzig uni ver si täts-
bibliothek, b. or. 205-06: fols. 68b–77b, at 69a–b. available 
online at http://www.islamic-manuscripts.net/receive/
islamhsbook_islamhs_00014268 (last accessed February 
2016).

18. ibid., fol. 70a.
19. ibid.
20. sādiqī bēg afshār, “Ḥaẓẓīyyāt,” ed. Īraj afshār, Āyna-yi 

Mī rās 1, no. 4 (Winter 1382 [2004]): 145–84, at 163, 174–175.
21. Fażlī bēg Khūzānī iṣfahānī, A Chronicle of the Reign of Shah 

ʿAbbas, ed. Kioumars Ghereghlou, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 2015), 
1:226–27. the event is reported in the account of the year 
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36. Even in its present state, there is a gap between the struc-
ture and the adjoining façade of the madrasa. the awkward 
structural relationship between the coffeehouse and the 
rest of the madrasa is also alluded to by siroux, who sur-
veyed the building during a restoration effort in the 1960s. 
not recognizing the earlier origin of the coffeehouse and 
some other elements of the madrasa, siroux referred to this 
structural disjunction as a sign of concern over appearance 
in iranian architecture. siroux, Anciennes voies, 285.

37. Kaempfer uses the same label for both structures, which 
is indicative of their similar function. the label is yet to be 
deciphered.

38. as more accurate plans and old photographs show, a pre-
existing structure seems to have been incorporated into the 
southwest corner of the madrasa as well. see, for instance, 
the aerial photograph of the madrasa published in henri 
stierlin, Iran of the Master Builders: 2500 Years of Architec-
ture, trans. robert allen and nicolas Ferguson (Geneva, 
1971), 92.

39. Cornelis de bruyn, Travels into Muscovy, Persia and Part of 
East-Indies, 2 vols. (london, 1737), 1:198.

40. Coste’s survey is not accurate in terms of scale and details. 
the plans offered here are based on more recent surveys of 
the madrasa and my own fieldwork. the plan of the upper 
section of the Chaharbagh (fig. 5b) is part of my ongoing 
research on the other elements of the promenade.

41. in his oft-quoted description of the Chaharbagh, Chardin 
did not mention the coffeehouses. he did, however, refer 
to the “jardin des vignes” (vine garden) and “jardin des 
mûriers” (mulberry garden) on the sides of “the fifth pool” 
of the Chaharbagh, which corresponds to the area where 
the coffeehouses were located. see Jean Chardin, Voyages 
du Chevalier Chardin en Perse et autres lieux de l’Orient, ed. 
louis m. langlès, 10 vols. (paris, 1810–11), 8:26.

42. dar Ṣifāhān makhṣūṣ-i Bābā maykhāna-yī murattab farmūd 
dar ghāyat-i āb u havā dar Chahārbāgh. taqī al-dīn mu- 
 ḥam mad awḥadī daqqāqī balyānī, Taẕkira-yi ʿarafāt 
al-ʿāshiqīn va ʿaraṣāt al-ʿārifīn, ed. muḥsin nājī naṣrābādī, 
7 vols. (tehran, 1388 [2009]), 3:2047. 

43. a native of isfahan, awhadi (b. 1565) became attached to 
the court of shah ʿabbas in the early years of his reign. in 
1606, he moved to india, where, in 1613, he began to compile 
a compendium of short biographies and selected verses of 
3,492 poets, one of the largest anthologies of this sort ever 
composed in persian.

44. muḥammad Ṭāhir naṣrābādī, Taẕkira-yi Naṣrābādī: Taẕ-
kirat al-shuʿarā, ed. muḥsin nājī naṣrābādī, 2 vols. (tehran, 
1378 [1999]), 1:213–14. nasrabadi was a prominent man of 
letters in isfahan in the second half of the seventeenth cen-
tury. he began to compile his compendium in 1672 (1083). 
the book contains short biographical notices of about a 
thousand poets, mostly of isfahani origin.

45. ū rā muhrī bar kaf-i dast bizanad va bi ān ʿalāmat 
mulāzimān-i dārūgha ū rā āzār narisānand. ibid.

46. see awḥadī, Taẕkira-yi ʿarafāt al-ʿāshiqīn, 2047. shams-i 
tishi and the servers of his drinking house were also favor-

The Social Architecture of Safavid Isfahan, 1590–1722 (Costa 
mesa, Calif., 1999), 91–97. also see Zahra ahari, “Khīyābān-i 
Chāhārbāgh-i iṣfahān, mafhūmī naw az fażā-yi shahrī,” 
Gulistān-i Hunar 5 (1385 [2006]): 48–59, which argues that 
the Chaharbagh of isfahan presents a new conception of 
urban space. a useful catalogue of safavid gardens and 
descriptions of the Chaharbagh can be found in seyed 
mohammad ali Emrani, “the role of Gardens and tree-
lined streets in the urban development of safavid isfahan 
(1590–1722): a Comparative approach (paris and versailles 
in the 17th Century)” (phd diss., technische universität, 
munich, 2012). 

30. Known as the madar-i shah madrasa or sultani madrasa, 
the extant complex of sultan husayn consisted of a 
madrasa-cum-mosque, a caravanserai, and a bazaar. For a 
history of the monument and its inscriptions, see luṭf allāh 
hunarfar, Ganjīna-yi āsār-i tārīkhī-yi Iṣfahān (isfahan, 1344 
[1965]), 685–722. For an architectural survey and descrip-
tion of the complex, see maxime siroux, Anciennes voies 
et monuments routiers de la région d’Ispahân (Cairo, 1971), 
284–89. 

31. the plan appeared in pascal Coste, Monuments modernes de 
la Perse, mesurés, dessinés et décrits par Pascal Coste (paris, 
1867). it was based on a survey, made by Coste in isfahan 
in may 1840, which is now preserved in marseille, biblio-
thèque de l’alcazar (formerly bibliothèque municipale), 
ms. 1132, fol. 20. pascal Coste (1787–1879) and the painter 
Eugène Flandin were sent by the académie des beaux-arts 
on an artistic expedition that accompanied a diplomatic 
mission to the court of the Qajar ruler  muhammad shah 
(r. 1834–48). For an account of the journey, see Eugène 
Flandin, Voyage en Perse de MM. Eugène Flandin et Pascal 
Coste (paris, 1850). 

32. the authenticity of Coste’s rendition is confirmed by sev-
eral nineteenth-century photographs depicting the ruins 
of the Chaharbagh. see, for instance, Ernst höltzer, Persien 
vor 113 Jahren (tehran, 1975), 100, 105; Ernst höltzer, Hizār 
jilvah-yi zindagī: Taṣvīrhā-yi Irnist Hūlstir az ʿahd-i Nāṣirī 
(tehran, 1382 [2003]), 483, 485.

33. ʿabd al-Ḥusayn sipantā, Tārīkhcha-yi awqāf-i Iṣfahān 
(isfahan, 1346 [1967]), 151. the rhetorical emphasis on the 
purchase of the coffeehouse seen here is typical of endow-
ment deeds, which generally show a marked concern for 
the lawfulness of the endowed properties. 

34. the term kaf appears to be short for “coffee” in Kaempfer’s 
manuscripts. 

35. Kaempfer travelled to iran as secretary of the swedish del-
egation to the court of shah sulayman (r. 1668–94). dur-
ing his twenty-month-long stay in isfahan, he surveyed 
the gardens and drew sketches of buildings. part of his 
observations appeared in the latin-language Amoenitatum 
Exoticarum, published in 1712. Kept at the british library, 
london, Kaempfer’s materials pertaining to safavid gar-
dens have been studied by mahvash alemi in the publica-
tions cited above.
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from wine, yet drink it covertly; but the persians now (as of 
old) drink with freedom openly and with excess.” herbert, 
Travels in Persia, 82–83. according to della valle, “in per-
sia, though it is a country of muslims, all drink wine with 
alacrity, without scruples or shame.” della valle, Viaggi, 
1:441; quoted and translated in matthee, Pursuit, 66. della 
valle’s observation may be true only with regard to the 
elite, as matthee suggests, but it should not change our 
understanding of the prevalent milieu of the “new isfahan”: 
after all, it was a city made for, and inhabited by, the elite. 
it is also necessary to keep in mind that European observ-
ers’ proclivity for describing the ottomans and safavids in 
binary opposition to one another was, of course, informed 
by the geopolitics of the time, in which the ottomans were 
seen as an imminent threat and the safavids as a potential 
ally. these reports are, nevertheless, reflective of some con-
crete differences between the ottomans and safavids with 
respect to social practices such as wine drinking.

53. on wine in safavid times, see matthee, Pursuit, 37–96. the 
Chaharbagh of isfahan was not the only safavid city where 
coffeehouses and wine taverns existed in the same space. 
in the newly constructed market of bandar ʿabbas, too, 
herbert saw, in 1628, taverns (with plenty of shiraz wines 
brought in long-necked glasses), along with coffeehouses 
and sherbet houses. herbert, Travels in Persia, 45.

54. For the edited version of the epistle, see Qāżī b. Kāshif 
al-dīn muḥammad Yazdī, Jām-i jahānnamā-yi ʿAbbāsī: 
Dar-i manāfiʿ-i shurb = The Abbasid “Planetarium Cup”: 
On the Benefits of Wine, ed. ali hassouri (uppsala, 2014). 
the treatise is also indicative of the pervasiveness of wine 
drinking in safavid times among ordinary people outside 
royal circles. 

55. this was at least the case when coffee was first introduced 
under ʿabbas, although, as in other contexts in the early 
modern period, the safavid coffeehouse gradually began 
to function as a gathering place for more respectful people. 
it appears that throughout the seventeenth century, the 
coffeehouse also provided a venue for the consumption 
of wine and other narcotic-based drinks such as kūknār. 
Wine was served during the reception that shah ʿabbas 
held for foreign ambassadors in one of the coffeehouses of 
the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan.  

56. Qāżī b. Kāshif al-dīn muḥammad Yazdī, “risāla-yi chūb-i 
chīnī va qahva va chāy-i khaṭāyī,” in Panj risāla-yi ṭibbī, ed. 
majīd anūshīrvānī (tehran, 1392 [2013]), 60–93, at 91.

57. in the 1960s, the coffeehouse was converted into a branch 
of bank melli iran. in its present state, the whitewashed 
interior walls bear no trace of any ornamentation. mea-
ger traces of poetic graffiti, however, give a glimpse of the 
building’s original function.

58. Kaempfer gives a detailed description of the preparation of 
coffee in a public coffeehouse: “these beans are roasted in 
a small flat vessel, and are regularly stirred, above a small 
charcoal fire, till they smell reasonably well and have 
become black-brown. then they are poured into a circle 
(orbiculum), and thus put, warm or cold, into a stone mor-

ite entertainers at the court of shah ʿabbas. in 1611 (1020), 
during a nocturnal banquet held at the shah’s private 
palace (khalvatkhāna) in the naqsh-i Jahan Garden, for 
instance, baba shams-i tishi and “the boys of the coffee-
house” (pisarān-i qahvakhāna) were among the perform-
ers. see Khūzānī iṣfahānī, A Chronicle of the Reign of Shah 
ʿAbbas, 1:586.

47. Chardin, Voyages, 8:26. visiting isfahan in 1637, adam ole-
arius, the secretary of the embassy of the duke of holstein 
to the court of shah safi, described the Grape Garden as a 
vast vineyard yielding a variety of specimens. adam olea-
rius, Vermehrte newe Beschreibung der muscowitischen und 
persischen Reyse (schleswig, 1656; repr. tübingen, 1971), 
562; English trans.: adam olearius, The Voyages & Trav-
els of the Ambassadors Sent by Frederick Duke of Holstein 
(london, 1662), 301. indeed, these vineyards may have been 
the raison d’être of the Chaharbagh: according to Chardin, 
before shah ʿabbas had the Chaharbagh constructed, the 
area was occupied by four grape gardens. see Chardin, Voy-
ages, 8:26. Chardin also refers to a wine tavern inside the 
palace complex, located behind the Chihil sutun palace, 
which, interestingly enough, was also located in the vicin-
ity of a vineyard. From Kaempfer’s drawings, we know that 
this now-lost pavilion was situated on the border of the 
bagh-i Khalvat (private Garden) and bagh-i anguristan 
(Grape Garden). For a reproduction of Kaempfer’s draw-
ing, see alemi, “safavid royal Gardens and their urban 
relationships.”

48. before the rise of coffeehouses, in addition to the wine-
houses, there were establishments known as bangkhāna 
(hashish-house), maʿjūnkhāna (serving electuaries, often 
containing opium), and būzakhāna (houses serving būza, 
a slightly intoxicating drink made from millet). in safavid 
sources, these are mentioned as the social activities that 
were banned when shah tahmasb issued an edict of repen-
tance in the mid-sixteenth century. see aḥmad ibn sharaf 
al-dīn al-Ḥusayn al-Ḥusaynī al-Qumī, Khulāṣat al-tavārīkh, 
ed. iḥsan ishrāqī, 2 vols. (tehran, 1980–84), 1:226, 233. For 
the transcription of the edict of shah tahmasb installed 
at the mir ʿimad mosque in Kashan, see ʿabd al-Ḥusayn 
navāʾī, ed., Shāh Ṭahmāsb Ṣafavī, majmūʿa-yi asnād va 
mukātabāt-i tārīkhī hamrāh bā yāddāshthā-yi tafṣīlī (teh-
ran, 1350 [1971]), 513–14. before the introduction of coffee, 
boza-houses were ubiquitous in ottoman bursa as well. see 
İklil o. selçuk, “state meets society: a study of bozakhāne 
affairs in bursa,” in Starting with Food: Culinary Approaches 
to Ottoman History, ed. amy singer (princeton, n.J., 2011), 
23–48. 

49. hattox, Coffee and Coffeehouses, 76–78. 
50. For a discussion of etymology, see ibid., 18–19.
51. sādiqī bēg, “Ḥaẓẓīyyāt,” 174. the affinity between coffee and 

wine is also expressed in other poems comparing the effect 
of coffee to wine. 

52. this point was made by several European visitors. her-
bert noted: “Great is the difference betwixt the turks and 
persians; for the turks, being by law prohibited, abstain 
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a group of merchants from tabriz who were forced by shah 
ʿabbas i to settle in isfahan. the tabrizi émigré families 
and their descendants made up the majority of the elite of 
the new isfahan throughout the seventeenth century.

64. regarding these nobles, della valle wrote that they “chiefly 
hold aloof from the base people, and they so despise them 
that they think themselves contaminated merely by touch-
ing them. thus in the streets, when a noble passes by, all 
the base people make way in order not to touch and so soil 
him.” pietro della valle, The Pilgrim: The Travels of Pietro 
Della Valle (london, 1990), 131–32.

65. John Fryer, A New Account of East-India and Persia in Eight 
Letters (london, 1698), 345.

66. ibid., 297. 
67. ibid., 287.
68. visiting the Chaharbagh in 1840, Coste observed that only 

the axial walkway was paved with durable stone and that 
the unpaved lateral paths were used by horse riders: Coste, 
Monuments modernes de la Perse, 29. the central pathway 
of the Chaharbagh was interrupted by pools, making it 
more suitable for slow leisurely strolling, while the straight 
lateral pathways could be used by those who wanted to go 
about their business, whether walking on foot or riding on 
horseback. 

69. For a study of the painting, see massumeh Farhad, “the art 
of muʿin musavvir: a mirror of his times,” in Persian Mas-
ters: Five Centuries of Painting, ed. sheila r. Canby (bombay, 
1990): 113–28. also see Farhad’s entries in Treasures of Islam, 
ed. toby Falk (exh. cat.) (london, 1985), 124–26, cat. nos. 
96 and 97. the painting is paired with another illustration 
depicting muhammad taqi tabrizi in a similar pose, but 
dressed in a different garment. the inscription on the lat-
ter painting indicates that it was made on the occasion of 
muhammad taqi’s pilgrimage to mashhad.

70. munajjim Yazdī, Tārīkh-i ʿAbbāsī, 361. according to 
munajjim Yazdi, the celebration (jashn) began on may 28, 
1609 (23 safar 1018). the prohibition against men being 
present during outings by royal women, referred to as quruq 
in safavid sources, was a common practice throughout the 
seventeenth century. While such bans were generally tem-
porary, the quruq was a weekly event in the  Chaharbagh. 

71. della valle, Viaggi, 2:30.
72. the presence of women in public was of course not limited 

to such state-sponsored occasions. awhadi, for example, 
refers to women mingling with men in isfahan. see awḥadī, 
Taẕkira-yi ʿarafāt al-ʿāshiqīn, 2:1013, 3:2044. many of these 
women, though not all of them, were probably courtesans, 
whose role in safavid isfahan awaits a fuller investigation 
on the basis of persian-language primary sources. it can 
also be deduced from textual sources that on a day-to-day 
basis ordinary women were also not absent from public 
promenades such as the Chaharbagh. an edict issued after 
the enthronement of shah sultan husayn against improper 
behaviors (drinking alcohol and prostitution) prohibited 
women from appearing in public unaccompanied by male 
relatives and from attending public shows (pl. maʿārik). see 

tar […]. they grind the coffee with great effort, in a large 
mortar that is built into a bricked fixed place […]. When 
this roasted powder has become sufficiently grounded, due 
the pounding, they use it in the following manner: they 
take a spoon filled with this powder—that which is freshly 
roasted is the best—and put it in half pint (Puentche) of 
hot water that is already waiting on the fire in a copper 
tinned jar which is a handwidth long. then the lid is put 
on it, some burning charcoal put on the jar, so that it boils 
quickly […]. then one puts two spoonfuls of cold water 
into the boiling coffee liquid, which makes the oil (oleum) 
milder, after which it is left on the fire […]. then it is ready 
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