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Archaeological inquiries into the Islamic period show both in quantity and quality
that targeted and wide-ranging studies aiming to identify the pertinent monuments
and sites have obvious limitations, and for this very reason our understanding of
this time period is mainly limited to the information deriving from textual
evidence. Accordingly, with the aim of identifying and studying the Ilkhanid sites
on the banks of the Aras, a season of reconnaissance survey was carried out in
2019. Focusing on the Sham Valley region of Jolfa County on the border of the
two Iranian provinces of East and West Azerbaijans, the fieldwork recorded 53
monuments and sites (Afshari,2019). Given the region’s strategic, geopolitical
position in the vicinity of such regions of Caucasia, Turkey and Central Asia as
well as its obvious location on major regional lines of communication, several
different cultures flourished there spanning in date the second millennium BC to
the latest periods. In other words, the foremost factor responsible for the
formation of settlements was the region’s location on trade routes and its easy
intra- and extra-regional communications, especially during the Ilkhanid period,
which played a conspicuous part in the cultural evolution of the Sham Valley.
Concurrently, given the region’s religious importance under the Ilkhanid rulers
which echoes their religious clemency as part of their foreign policies, revealing
data were obtained regarding the local social and religious structures in different
periods, especially the era in question. In other words, the correspondence
between the field survey’s findings and the historical texts make it clear that the
Ilkhanids’s lack of religious prejudice, termed as religious toleration, was an
upshot of a series of apparent and latent factors, which in general stemmed from
the political orientations they adopted towards religious convictions
(Morgan,2004¢« Torkamani Azar,1992 ). Recruitment of Christian females in the

court (Bayani, 2011), employing Christian advisors and agents, maintaining
contacts with Christian businessmen, missionaries and priests, and the particular
attentions paid to the affairs of the Christian populations in Iran were all driven by
the prerequisites underpinning their internal and external relations as it is
evidenced by the fact that the changes in such relationships in the later Ilkhanid
period would be associated with changes in the religious approaches due to
political developments.
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Introduction

Archaeological inquiries into the Islamic period show both in quantity and quality that targeted and
wide-ranging studies aiming to identify the pertinent monuments and sites have obvious limitations,
and for this very reason our understanding of this time period is mainly limited to the information
deriving from textual evidence. Accordingly, with the aim of identifying and studying the Ilkhanid
sites on the banks of the Aras, a season of reconnaissance survey was carried out in 2019. Focusing
on the Sham Valley region of Jolfa County on the border of the two Iranian provinces of East and
West Azerbaijans, the fieldwork recorded 53 monuments and sites (Afshari, 2019, Fig:2). Given the
region’s strategic, geopolitical position in the vicinity of such regions of Caucasia, Turkey and
Central Asia as well as its obvious location on major regional lines of communication, several
different cultures flourished there spanning in date the second millennium BC to the latest periods.
In other words, the foremost factor responsible for the formation of settlements was the region’s
location on trade routes and its easy intra- and extra-regional communications, especially during the
Ilkhanid period, which played a conspicuous part in the cultural evolution of the Sham Valley.
Concurrently, given the region’s religious importance under the Ilkhanid rulers which echoes their
religious clemency as part of their foreign policies, revealing data were obtained regarding the local
social and religious structures in different periods, especially the era in question. In other words, the
correspondence between the field survey’s findings and the historical texts make it clear that the
Ilkhanids’s lack of religious prejudice, termed as religious toleration, was an upshot of a series of
apparent and latent factors, which in general stemmed from the political orientations they adopted
towards religious convictions (Morgan,2004: Torkamani Azar,1992). Recruitment of Christian

females in the court (Bayani, 2011), employing Christian advisors and agents, maintaining contacts
with Christian businessmen, missionaries and priests, and the particular attentions paid to the affairs
of the Christian populations in Iran were all driven by the prerequisites underpinning their internal
and external relations as it is evidenced by the fact that the changes in such relationships in the later
Ilkhanid period would be associated with changes in the religious approaches due to political
developments.

The Ilkhnaid forbearance reflected neither a sort of egalitarianism and impartiality towards
different religions and their disciples, and that a one related with human perfection and rationality,
nor their indifference and insouciance. Rather, it represented a general strategy, characterized and
driven by a multitude of latent dynamics. Their lack of bias towards any faith, be it Shamanism or
Buddhism, Islam or Christianity, was practical to their political goal of ingratiating themselves with
any of such groups according to the circumstances. In addition, it helped prevent resentment and
hatred among the respective disciples from partial treatment. The Ilkhans occasionally treated
favorably the followers of a certain creed, allowing them freely practice their rituals. They contained
Shamanism with Islam, Islam with Christianity, Christians with Sunnis, Sunnis with Shiism, and
sometimes resorted to Buddhism. Note that Shamanism was restricted to the army commanders,
officials, troops, and soldiers of Mongol origin, and Buddhism was by no means a common cult
among the general public. Iran and the Iranians had the experience of embracing Islam and
performing it rituals for more than six centuries before the Ilkhans conquest of 656 AH/1258-1259
AD, and this was what frightened the Mongols, especially the non-Muslim Ilkhans, especially
because they felt a sort of commonality between Muslim Egyptian Mamluks and Sunni Iranians who
were in the majority at the time. Therefore, they constantly cared about the religions and religious
communities who were somehow in opposition to this majority. Thus, this tolerance towards
Christianity can be seen from the frequency of churches, villages and cemeteries in the Sham Valley
and other parts of northwest Iran that belong to Armenian immigrants. From the above discussions,
one may conclude that the foreign policy the Ilkhanid kings adopted against the Ulus Juchi (the
Golden Horde) and the Egyptian Mamluks revolved around the freedom of religions. On the other
hand, the region is adjacent to the Armani people and the Caucasian region. Therefore, judging from
the political, religious and commercial contacts that have existed between the regions throughout
history, and also the correspondences between their religious architectures, the Mongol Ilkhans
before their conversion to Islam paid the most attention to Christianity and Christians. It was this
same royal attitude that provided Shiism and the Shiites with more leeway, enabling the Shiite Nasir



The Sham Valley and the Question of the Ilkhanids’ Religious Leniency in Northwest Iran (Jolfa) 3
al-Din Tusi and Christian Kitbogha to exalt to the position of the chief counsellors and advisors for
Hulegu. The Mongols foreign policy was the primary factor in the fascination of the domestic
Christians, the expansion of church organizations and the promotion of Christianity in this period.
The Christian khatuns and princesses used their own spirit and beliefs to educate the crown princes
and influence the ilkhans, and the advisors and agents tended to deepen and intensify such beliefs
according to their own convictions or profit. As a result, under the auspices of the royal espousal the
Christianity and Christians experienced the halcyon days of their presence in Iran during the non-
Muslim Ilkhanid monarchs.
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Fig 4: A view of the Aras River, at the border between Iran and the Nakhchivan Autonomous Republic
(source: author)
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Fig 5: Distribution Pattern of the identified churches in the study area (source: author)
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Fig 6: General view of the churches identified in the investigated area, 1- St. Stephen's Church, 2-
Shepherd's Church, 3- Nene Maryam Church, 4- Qara Church, 5- Aq Church (source: author)
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Fig 7: Altars of the churches of the Sham Valley 1- Naneh Maryam, 2- Qara Church, 3- Aq Church, 4-
Church of St. Stephenus (Source: Author)
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Fig 8: A view of the three- naves interior of Nane Maryam Church (source: author)
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