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Iran is a land with a rich history in foreign relations. Due to the antiquity of the
“Government” institution in Iran and its reliability over the centuries, a rich legacy
has emerged in the field of foreign relations of this country with other realms.
Despite this, since the rise of the Safavids (early 10" AH/16™ AD), Iran's foreign
relations also changed and entered a new arena. In the field of research on Iran's
foreign relations during the Safavid era, most of the works have focused on Iran's
relations with the great neighboring realms or European states (such as the
Ottoman Empire, Mughal Empire, Portugal, England, and Netherlands/Dutch),
and this issue has caused the lack of attention to Iran's relations with other lands.
One of these lesser-known fields is the foreign relations of Safavid Iran with
Sweden. Despite the limited perception of the Swedes by Iranians in the pre-
Safavid period, Iran's official relations with Sweden were established and
flourished during the reign of Safavid Sah Sulayman (r. 1077-1105AH/1666-
1694AD) and Sah Sultan Husayn (r. 1105-1135AH/1694-1722AD).

Now the question is, what reasons and motivations made Iranians and Swedes
willing to establish relations in the late 11"AH/17"AD century? Also, despite
some initial successes, why did these relationships remain fruitless? In this article,
an attempt has been made to answer the above questions by adopting a
descriptive-analytical approach and using the qualitative research method. It
seems that a set of bilateral economic and political motivations made Iran and
Sweden, and especially the Swedes, inclined to establish relations. However,
obstacles such as distance, dissatisfaction of rival states and internal and external
challenges of the two realms (especially the involvement of Swedes in the “Great
Northern War” and the challenge of Safavid court with the Gilzayid uprising)
caused the mentioned relations to not reach a clear result.
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1. Introduction

The history of Iran's foreign relations, especially in the last five centuries, has been one of the
most attractive topics among historians. Many authors have paid attention to this issue from
different perspectives, especially from the perspective of challenges related to Iran's
confrontation with the Western world and the challenge of modernity. Despite this, the works
and articles related to the history of Iran's foreign relations have focused more on the history
of Iran's relations with several grand powers such as Russia, England/Britain, and recently the
United States of America, and paid less attention to Iran's relations with other countries, such
as the Kingdom of Sweden.

From the available data, it seems that Iranians had a limited and vague perception of the
Scandinavian people in the pre-Safavid era. The origin of part of this perception goes back to
the occasional raids of the Vikings (called “Riis” in Muslim texts) to the shores of the Caspian Sea
in the 4™ century AH/ 10™ AD. This awareness continued in this way; as in the works of poets
and writers of later centuries, especially those who originated from the surrounding areas of
the Caspian Sea, one can see a vague memory of this perception. This awareness was slightly
strengthened during the Ilkhanid era (654-758 AH/1256-1357 AD) and became more concrete
during the Safavid period.

During the Safavid era, the entrance of Swedes to Iran and the establishment of official
relations between Iran and Sweden began in the form of a special model based on which,
firstly, the Swedish travelers entered Iran regardless of any diplomatic mission, and secondly,
during the reign of Sah Sulayman (r. 1077-1105AH/1666-1694AD) and Sah Sultan Husayn (r. 1105-
1135AH/1694-1722AD) official diplomatic delegations went to Isfahan from Sweden. In the
present article, while distinguishing between the activities of early travelers and later
diplomatic delegations, an attempt will be made to answer the question of what causes led
Iran and Sweden to establish official relations in the late 11" AH/17™ AD century? In other
words, what were the purposes of the two realms to establish bilateral relations? Also, despite
the initial successes, why didn't these relationships become widespread and achieve long-term
results? The basic hypothesis of the present research is that a set of economic and political
interests and purposes made Safavid Iran and Kingdom of Sweden inclined to establish
bilateral foreign relations; However, some obstacles such as distance, dissatisfaction of
competing powers, especially Tsardom of Russia, and internal and external challenges of the
two realms, Such as the outbreak of the “Great Northern War” in Northern and Eastern
Europe and the Gilzayid uprising in Iran, caused these relations to not reach clear results.

Few but valuable works have been written about the Swedish travelers present in Safavid
Iran as well as the later Swedish diplomatic delegations. Sven Andres Hedin (d. 1952),
Swedish geographer and traveler, for the first time in his Resare Bengt, En levnadsteckning
(1921) wrote about the adventures of “Bengt Bengtsson Oxenstierna” (d. 1643), a Swedish
traveler of the 17™ century who had also visited Iran, and drew the attention of scholars to the
first acquaintances of Swedes with Iran. Hedin in his other work in German named Verwehte
Spuren. Orientfahrten des Reise-Bengt und anderer Reisenden im 17. Jahrhundert (1923),
focused on the voyages and adventures of Oxenstierna and a number of European travelers of
that time, focusing on their reports about historical monuments. Also, among the secondary
literature, we should mention Bahram Sohrabi's article entitled “Early Swedish Travelers to
Persia” (2005) in which the author discussed about Swedish travelers in the Safavid, Afsharid,
Zand and Qajar eras.
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Regarding the official relations between Iran and Sweden during the reign of Sah
Sulayman and Sah Sultan Husayn, the number of secondary researches is also scant. First of
all, we should mention the article of Stefan Troebst entitled “Die Kaspi-Volga-Ostsee-Route
in der Handels-kontrollpolitik Karls XI. Die schwedischen Persien-Missionen von Ludvig
Fabritius 1679-1700” (1998) which, despite the author's special focus on the trade networks of
the Baltic Sea, is still considered the best work on the relations between Iran and Sweden
during the Safavid era. Also, in parts of his book The Politics of Trade in Safavid Iran: Silk
for Silver, 1600-1730 (1999), Rudolph P. Matthee has discussed about the efforts of the
Swedes to enter the Iranian silk trade network in Caspian-Volga-Baltic route. Unlike western
scholars, Iranian researchers have shown little interest to Iran-Sweden relations; Thsan-i ISraqt
in his article entitled “MuriirT bar Ravabit-i Iran u Sii‘id dar Davran-i Safaviyyah [Review of
Iran-Sweden Relations During the Safavid Period]” (2002), has presented a short report on
Swedish travelers and diplomatic missions during the Safavid era, which is still a useful
essay. Therefore, it seems necessary to pay attention to the relations between Safavid Iran and
Sweden due to the lack of comprehensive writings in Persian secondary literature and
deficiency of non-Persian works.
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