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ABSTRACT

Shah Abbas | of the Safavid dynasty can be regarded as a commercially oriented and
development-minded ruler. During his reign, Iran’s foreign trade relations experienced
remarkable growth. His foreign policy was centered on eliminating obstacles to international
trade and firmly establishing absolute control over key trade routes to ensure their security.
Beyond relying on traditional commercial pathways, Shah Abbas sought to break free from
Ottoman dominance over land routes by securing control over the shores of the Persian Gulf
and its islands, while simultaneously playing an active role in the emerging maritime trade
spurred by the discovery of new sea routes. This opportunity arose following the destruction
of Venetian merchant assets in the Lar re[ion and Shah Abbas’s subsequent legal claims
against the Republic of Venice. But why was the fate of these merchants so significant to Shah
Abbas? Based on a re-examination of previously overlooked Italian-language sources, this
study demonstrates that Shah Abbas—having repeatedly pledged to Venetian authorities
through various envoys to serve as a powerful protector of merchants—Ilaunched a calculated
campaign to conquer Bahrain, Lar, Gombrun, and Hormuz. This was not only aimed at
securing and controlling vital trade routes but also at extending the reach of his authority to the
shores of the Persian Gulf, thereby asserting his power and enhancing his credibility on the
international stage.
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Extended Abstract

The Plunder of the Venetian Merchants’ Caravan in Lar and its Consequences on
the Evolution of Shah Abbas I's Foreign Policy:From the Conquest of Lar to the
Seizure of Bahrain and Hormuz

Introduction

Shah Abbas | can be considered one of the greatest kings of Iran in the post-Islamic period. His reign can be analyzed within
a strategic framework. It appears that this policy was primarily designed to gain the support and trust of the merchant
community in Europe, in order to ensure the prosperity of foreign trade and ultimately achieve economic objectives. The
adoption of this approach played a key role in establishing Shah Abbas’s image as an economically and commercially
oriented ruler. He firmly opposed any factor that threatened this strategy, making the protection of foreign traders’ lives and
financial security a red line in both domestic and foreign policy. Given this context, it is not surprising that the conquest of
Lar and its annexation to Safavid territory during Shah Abbas’s reign was prompted by the fact that Ibrahim Khan, the ruler
of Lar, had committed widespread oppression against a merchant, leading to a formal complaint before Shah Abbas. In
response, Shah Abbas — who simultaneously dispatched various ambassadors to the Senate and pledged to be a powerful
protector of merchants — captured Bahrain, Lar, Gombron, and Hormuz through a carefully planned campaign. He was fully
aware that control over the Lar region was an essential prerequisite for effective sovereignty over the Persian Gulf and
oversight of foreign trade. Moreover, such control provided the necessary foundation for future expansionism, particularly
the sustained dominance of Bahrain and Hormuz, as the old power structure in the Bahrain region operated under the
influence of Hormuz, which itself had long been subject to the authority of Lar.

Theoretical Foundations and Background of the Research

To date, no scholarly article has examined why Lar was conquered or assessed its impact on Shah Abbas’s foreign policy.
Only two books have addressed the method of conquest, but the present study aims to utilize previously neglected Italian-
language sources to investigate the causes and manner of this event, as well as its implications for Shah Abbas’s foreign
policy and the establishment of special control over the Persian Gulf. The research method employed in this article is
descriptive-analytical. First, a scientific description of the events is provided, followed by an analysis of their causes,
interpretation, and explanation. In other words, both the why and the how are addressed to achieve a more comprehensive
understanding of the historical evolution. For the description of events, library sources, historical maps, and internet-based
resources are used to uncover and illustrate the available facts. In this regard, primary sources — especially those in Italian
— will be prioritized, followed by secondary sources based on their relevance and chronological order. The findings indicate
that Shah Abbas was actively seeking a pretext to conquer the Persian Gulf and its islands, so that while safeguarding trade
routes and foreign traders, he could achieve full control over maritime trade centers in the Persian Gulf. The looting of
property and the oppression in Lar provided him with the ideal opportunity.

Result

The conquest of Lar and its annexation to Safavid territory during the reign of Shah Abbas | was, in fact, the realization of a
long-term strategic plan to dominate the trade routes leading to the Persian Gulf and to control maritime trade, thereby
reducing reliance on land routes passing through the Ottoman Empire. Shah Abbas sought to incorporate the northern Persian
Gulf region into his domain, but he avoided attacking areas without a justifiable cause, as the presence of numerous
ambassadors and foreign representatives in his capital meant that any aggressive move would be closely monitored and could
damage his international reputation. The hostile actions of Ibrahim Khan, the ruler of Lar, toward merchants and officials
ultimately provided Shah Abbas with the necessary justification to achieve his goal. Shah Abbas, who viewed the Portuguese
as arival, held merchants and pilgrims in high regard. He repeatedly emphasized in letters conveyed through his ambassadors
that he would not tolerate the oppression of merchants. The visible presence of Venetian merchants at his court further
demonstrated his favorable stance toward European traders and pilgrims. Shah Abbas understood that failure to act decisively
could result in European merchants severing their ties with Iran. Under this pretext, Shah Abbas launched a campaign to
prevent the recurrence of such incidents and to fulfill his long-standing ambition: to control key maritime trade points in both
the northern and southern Persian Gulf. While capturing Bahrain and Lar, he placed these regions under direct Persian rule.
He later captured Gombron and eventually returned the island to Iran, arguing that Hormuz had long governed Lar with
British support. Now, with this justification, he could safely pursue his strategic objectives.
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