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Don García de Silva y Figueroa

Date of Birth 29 December 1550
Place of Birth Zafra, province of Badajoz, Extremadura, Spain
Date of Death 22 July 1624
Place of Death At sea in the Atlantic Ocean

Biography
Don García de Silva y Figueroa is one of the most outstanding person-
alities through whom to understand Spanish-Iranian relations in the  
17th century. As ambassador of King Philip III (r. 1598-1621) to the court of 
Shah ʿAbbās I (r. 1588-1629), he wrote the Comentarios, a chronicle of the 
embassy, a valuable source of data about Iran in the 17th century. Details 
about his life are scarce, but his family is known to have been related 
to the Spanish nobility. He studied at the University of Salamanca and 
held various positions in the administration of the towns of Jaen, Toro 
and Badajoz. Other than this, up until 1595, the date he assumed the role 
of mayor of Jaen, there is no documented evidence about him. From 
1601 to 1604, he was mayor of the city of Toro, and from 1609 he lived in 
Madrid. His works show evidence that he was a deeply cultured and edu-
cated man. In the Comentarios and De rebus Persarum epistola (Antwerp, 
1620) he demonstrates his knowledge of Italian and Latin, and consider-
able expertise in geography and other subjects. In Goa in 1615 he wrote 
another work in Latin, Hispanicae historiae breviarium (Lisbon, 1628).

After some consideration, the Council of State considered appointing 
an ambassador of high rank, and decided, by order of the king (2 October 
1612), to send Don García de Silva y Figueroa as senior ambassador to the 
Safavid court with the primary aim of curtailing Shah ʿAbbās’s ambitions 
regarding Portuguese possessions in the Persian Gulf, as well as to revive 
the old alliance against the Ottomans. 

On 8 April 1614, at the age of 64, Don García finally sailed from Lisbon 
to Goa, and from there to Hormuz (29 April 1617). After this long journey, 
he eventually reached Iran, where he lived on the mainland for two years 
of a journey that lasted in total ten years, 1614-24. He arrived in Qazvin on  
15 June 1618. On this occasion, however, he failed to discuss the issue 
of war against the Ottoman Empire, or the complaints relating to the 
conquest by ʿAbbās of the fortress of Bandar ʿAbbās (Comorão) and the 
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island of Queshm (Fortress of Queixome), or the hostilities suffered by 
Hormuz. On the other hand, Don García had to listen to complaints from 
ʿAbbās about apparent inaction against the Ottoman Empire on the part 
of the Christian kingdoms. In Qazvin, he met with the Carmelite friar 
Juan Tadeo of San Eliseo and the Franciscan friar Hernando Moraga, who 
wrote an account of Don García’s meeting with Shah ʿAbbās (Relación 
breve). Finally, ʿAbbās ordered Don García to return to Isfahan, which he 
reached on 13 August 1618. Thus failing to conclude his diplomatic mis-
sion, Don García’s return to Spain was delayed. In Isfahan, he dispatched 
some letters to the Spanish court and wrote a colourful account of his 
journey. In this, he describes the city, the customs of the people, religious 
monuments, and all his observations about Shīʿa religiosity, including 
notably his depictions of the ʿĀshūrā religious commemorations.

The following year, on 19 June 1619, Shah ʿAbbās reached Isfahan and, 
after the festivals and ceremonies, he granted an audience to Don Gar-
cía on 2 August. In this audience, Don García laid claim to the islands 
of Qeshm, Bahrain and the fortress of Bandar ʿAbbās, all of them lost to 
the Portuguese and now in the hands of the Persians and Arabs, and also 
raised other issues related to alliances against the Ottomans, the silk deal 
with the English, and missionaries in Safavid territories. But his requests 
were not granted. He was eventually given permission to return to Spain 
via Goa, although he died of scurvy (‘the evil of Loanda’) on 22 July 1624 
in the Atlantic Ocean not far from the Flores and Cuervo islands, as is 
documented in a note added to the Comentarios.

MAIN SOURCES OF INFORMATION
Primary
R.M. Loureiro, A.C. Costa Gomes and V. Resende (eds), Don García de Silva y 

Figueroa. Comentarios de la Embaxada al rey Xa Abbas de Persia (1614-
1624), 3 vols, Lisbon, 2011 (vols 1 and 2: critical edition; vol. 3: notes to the 
Comentarios) 

Secondary
J.S. Turley and G. Bryan Souza (trans.), The commentaries of D. García de Silva 

y Figueroa on his embassy to Shāh ʿAbbās I of Persia on behalf of Philip III, 
King of Spain, Leiden, 2017, pp. 1-47

J.A. Moreno González and C. Martínez Shaw, Un extremeño en la Persia del siglo 
XVII. Nuevos testimonios de la embajada de Don García de Silva y Figueroa 
(1614-1624), Badajoz, 2016
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L. Gil, ‘Biografía de don García de Silva y Figueroa’, in R.M. Loureiro and  
V. Resende (eds), Estudos sobre Don García de Silva y Figueroa e os ‘Comen-
tarios’ da embaixada à Pérsia (1614-1624), Lisbon, 2011, vol. 4, 3-59

L. Gil, ‘La “Epistola de rebus Persarum” de don García de Silva y Figueroa’, in 
Loureiro and Resende (eds), Estudos sobre Don García de Silva y Figueroa 
e os ‘Comentarios’, vol. 4, 61-83

J.M. García, ‘García de Silva y Figueroa e o contexto da sua passagem por Lis-
boa’, in Loureiro and Resende (eds), Estudos sobre Don García de Silva y 
Figueroa e os ‘Comentarios’, vol. 4, 173-81

Â. Barreto Xavier, ‘Entre a curiosidade e a melancolia. Deambulações pela Goa 
de Don García’, in Loureiro and Resende (eds), Estudos sobre Don García 
de Silva y Figueroa e os ‘Comentarios’, vol. 4, 207-43

C. Mawer, ‘Travelling in Safavid Persia. Following in the footsteps of Don García 
de Silva y Figueroa’, in Loureiro and Resende (eds), Estudos sobre Don 
García de Silva y Figueroa e os ‘Comentarios’, vol. 4, 313-43

E.C. Brancaforte, ‘The encounter between Pietro della Valle and García de Silva 
y Figueroa at the Safavid Court of Shah ‘Abbas I’, in Loureiro and Resende 
(eds), Estudos sobre Don García de Silva y Figueroa e os ‘Comentarios’,  
vol. 4, 395-409

J. Gil, ‘D. García de Silva y D. Vicente Nogueira’, in Loureiro and Resende (eds), 
Estudos sobre Don García de Silva y Figueroa e os ‘Comentarios’, vol. 4,  
411-50

G. Díez de Games, Crónica de Don Pedro Conde de Buelna, Coruña, 2009 (includes 
a history of Tamerlane written by García de Silva y Figueroa)

L. Gil Fernández, El imperio luso-español y la Persia safavida, Madrid, 2009, vol. 
2 (biography, pp. 241-7; the embassy, pp. 247-358)

J.M. Córdoba, ‘Un caballero español en Isfahán. La embajada de Don García 
de Silvia y Figueroa al sha Abbás el Grande (1614-1624)’, Arbor 180/711-12 
(2005) 645-69

A. Invernizzi (ed.), Il Genio vagante. Babilonia, Ctesifonte, Persepoli in racconti di 
viaggio e testimonianze dei secoli XII-XVIII, Alessandria, Piedmont, 2005, 
pp. 205-21

F. Marías, ‘Don García de Silva y Figueroa y la percepción del oriente. La 
Descripción de Goa’, Anuario del Departamento de Historia y Teoría del 
Arte 14 (2002) 137-49

M. de Castro y Castro (OFM), ‘Nueva relación de la embajada de Don García 
de Silva y Figueroa a Persia’, Archivo Iberoamericano 58/230 (1998) 381-4

C. Alonso, La embajada a Persia de D. García de Silva y Figueroa (1612-1624), Bada-
joz, 1993

L. Gil Fernández (ed.), García de Silva y Figueroa. Epistolario diplomático, Cáce-
res, 1989
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Works on Christian-Muslim Relations

Comentarios de Don Garçia de Silva, ‘Commentary 
of Don Garçia de Silva’

Date Before 22 July 1624
Original Language Spanish

Description
Comentarios de don García de Silva que contiene su viaje a la India y de ella 
a Persia, cosas notables que vió en él y los sucesos de la embajada al Sophi 
(‘Commentary of Don Garçia de Silva containing his trip to India and 
from there to Persia. The remarkable things that he saw there, and the 
achievements of the embassy to the Sophy’) is a complete  description, 
in eight books or chapters, of Don García’s journey from Lisbon to Iran, 
the embassy to the court of Shah ʿAbbās I, and the sea voyage back to 
Europe, during which he met his death. In the autograph manuscript, the 
work covers 558 folios. It offers a rich source of information for the study 
of Iran and Portuguese India during the Iberian Union, and early modern 
interactions between Europe and Iran. Until Abraham de Wicquefort’s 
French translation, published in 1667, there was no Spanish edition of 
the Comentarios, or any translation into any other language. Although 
Jean Chardin mentions it as an outstanding reference when he visited 
Persepolis (Chardin, Voyages de Monsieur le chevalier Chardin en Perse 
et autres lieux de l’Orient, Amsterdam, 1711, vol. 3, p. 139), no complete 
Spanish edition of the work was prepared until the beginning of the 
20th century, when M. Serrano y Sanz edited the Comentarios (1903-5), 
but without any annotations. More recently, in 2011, Rui Loureiro, Ana 
Cristina Costa Gomez and Vasco Resende have edited the Comentarios, 
and published it, along with studies, in four volumes. During the long 
interlude preceding the 2011 edition, the Comentarios fell into oblivion, 
despite its relevance.

Loureiro notes that the title was inspired by other titles from the time, 
such as the work of a similar name by Julius Caesar (Loureiro, Don García 
de Silva y Figueroa, p. 57). Don García wrote in the third person but his 
manuscript is an autograph and describes his journey from Lisbon in 
April 1614, finishing ten years later with his death at sea, somewhere in 
the Atlantic.

According to Loureiro, the eight books of the Comentarios can be 
organised into four periods (Loureiro, Don García de Silva y Figueroa). 
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The first covers the long sea journey to Goa (Books, 1, 7 and 8), contain-
ing insightful information about the route. The second covers the period 
he spent in the Persian Gulf (Book 3), offering a geographical description, 
along with fascinating details about relevant monuments and construc-
tions, as well as cities, populations and cultural practices and routines 
of daily life. The third period, which is the longest (constituting Books, 
4, 5, 6 and a part of 7), covers the embassy and the journey through 
Safavid territory to meet Shah ‘Abbās. Don García’s assiduousness in 
noting every episode and social, religious, cultural, ethnographic and 
artistic manifestation over the course of two-and-a-half years, is what 
makes the Comentarios such a noteworthy source of information about 
Iran. Don García was a cultivated man who travelled with his personal 
library, seeking references and information for everything he observed, 
for example, from Ruy González de Clavijo’s account of his 15th-century 
embassy to Tamerlane, or Pedro Teixeira’s Relaciones. Moreover, he was 
the first European to provide a description of Chilminara (‘forty pillars’, 
the ruins of Persepolis / Taht-e Jamshīd), including several drawings and 
images and a reproduction of ‘unknown letters’ from Persepolis that 
proved to be Kufic script. As Loureiro notes, an interesting chapter in 
this section contains the polemic with the Jesuits about the existence of 
Cathay. The fourth period focuses on notes and descriptions of events 
in Goa (Books 2 and 7). Don García remained in Goa for several years 
(1614-17, 1620-4), and his descriptions contain a remarkable level of detail. 
They cover every aspect of life in Goa, and include a commentary about 
the Brahmans and political relations with the Mughals that goes into 
exceptional detail. 

Significance
Don García’s Comentarios provides compelling and essential insight 
into and understanding of the perceptions that a Spanish courtier had 
of Safavid Iran in the 16th-17th centuries, and complements other travel-
ogues from the same period in painting a vivid image of Safavid Iran. It 
is a first-rate historical narrative that elucidates interaction in the Early 
Modern era between Europe and Iran and a source of historical, geo-
graphical and ethnographical information.

Concerning religion, the Comentarios does not devote any specific 
chapter entirely to Islam, but reports relevant events as Don García 
encountered them in the course of his trip. The style in which these are 
recounted reveals aspects of Don García’s personality and attitudes, sug-
gesting that he was a tolerant man, and objective in describing particular 
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characteristics of Muslims and Jews. His descriptions are not specialist 
studies, or based on full knowledge of the real situation, but they are 
realistic, depicting mosques, and Muslim traditions and festivities with-
out prejudice. For example, concerning Shīʿī ceremonies, he devotes a 
chapter to a fascinating description of ʿĀshūrāʾ, describing its origins, 
practice, recitals, performances and readings of Maqtal al-Ḥusayn, and 
summarising the main facts surrounding the death of the Imam Ḥusayn 
at the Battle of Karbalāʾ. Regarding Muslim clerics (‘alfaquíes’) and der-
vishes (‘derviches’), he uses the two terms interchangeably. Concerning 
these dervishes, he describes with an attitude of respect their physiog-
nomy, dress, lifestyle, good deeds and miracles, sanctuaries and the reli-
gious places in which they reside. Don García describes mosques from 
an architectural perspective and with evident interest.

As well as dealing with Shīʿa Muslims, he also considers the non-Mus-
lim communities, describing the Armenians of Isfahan and conveying 
fascinating data on the Zoroastrian community. He provides a descrip-
tion of the Safavid court, noting Shah ʿAbbās’s strikingly reverent atti-
tudes concerning churches, images and Christian rituals. This work is 
without doubt a vast and highly valuable dataset for understanding the 
nature and perceptions of Safavid Iran. The Comentarios reflects the per-
sonality of Don García as a scholar who was balanced and objective in 
the information he provided. 

Publications
MS Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional de España – 18217, Comentarios de 

don García de Silva que contiene su viaje a la India y de ella a Persia, 
cosas notables que vió en él y los sucesos de la embajada al Sophi, 
558 fols (autograph); MSS/18217 (digitalised copy available through 
Biblioteca Digital Hispánica)

MS Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional de España – 17629, Comentarios de 
Don García de Silva de la Embajada que de parte del Rey de España 
Don Felipe III hizo al Rey Xa Abbas de Persia. 448 fols (incomplete 
copy and edition of MS 18217, containing only Books 3, 4 and 5 of 
the original)

MS London BL – Sloane 2846 (copy of Books 3, 4 and 5)
MS London, BL – Add. 28461, Belchior dos Anjos, Relacion de la jor-

nada de D. Garcia de Silva embaxador dada por fr. Melchor de los 
Ángeles, fols 153-154v (copy available at the Biblioteca Nacional de 
España – MSS/2348, fols 519-520v; ed. A. da Silva Rego, Documenta-
ção Ultramarina Portuguesa, vol. 1, Lisbon, 1960, pp. 139-40)
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MS London, BL – Add 28461, fols 185r-209v; MSS/10262 fols 107r-153r, 
Saulisante, Relacion de la Embaxada que hiço en Persia Don Garçía 
de Silva y Figueroa (see Rubiés, ‘Relación’, pp. 135-72)

MS Lisbon, Biblioteca Nacional de Portugal – 580, Gutierre de Monroy 
(?) [Relações de viagem feitas por ocasião da embaixada enviada por 
Filipe III de Espanha ao Xá da Pérsia, sendo embaixador D. García 
de Silva y Figueroa], fols 1-93)

H. Moraga, Grandioso presente y real Embaxada que el Rey don Felipe 
III N. Señor embió a Xaabay, Rey de Persia clarissimo, con don Gar-
cia de Silva y Figueroa su Embaxador, Viernes a quinze dias del mes 
de Junio, Sevilla, 1619

A. de Wicqfort (trans.), L’ambassade de D. Garcias de Silva Figueroa 
en Perse: contenant la politique de ce grand empire, les mœurs du 
Roy Schach Abbas, & une Relation exacte de tous les lieux de Perse 
& des Indes, où cét Ambassadeur a esté l’espace de huit années qu’il 
y a demeuré, Paris, 1667 (French trans. of Books 3-7); 4 It.sing. 253 
(digitalised version available through MDZ)

M. Serrano y Sanz (ed.), Comentarios de D. García de Silva y Figueroa 
de la embajada que de parte del rey de España Don Felipe III hizo al 
Rey Xa Abas de Persia, 2 vols, Madrid, 1903-5

Gholāmreżā Samīʿī (trans.), Safarnāme-ye Don Gārsiyā de Sīlvā 
Fīgūrūā safīr-e Espāniyā dar darbār-e Shāh ʿAbbās āvval, Tehran, 
1984 (incomplete Persian trans. from the French edition, contain-
ing only Persian references)

R.M. Loureiro, A.C. Costa Gomes and V. Resende (eds), Don García de 
Silva y Figueroa. Comentarios de la Embaxada al rey Xa Abbas de 
Persia (1614-1624), 3 vols, Lisbon, 2011 (vols 1 and 2: critical edition; 
vol. 3: notes and studies to the Comentarios)

Turley and Bryan Souza (trans), The commentaries of D. García de Silva 
y Figueroa

Studies
J.P. Rubiés, ‘Political rationality and cultural distance in the European 

embassies to Shah Abbas’, Journal of Early Modern History 20 (2016) 
1-39

D. Perpiñán Silla, ‘Royal protocol in Safavid Persia through Don 
García de Silva y Figueroa’s writings’, in E. García, J. Cutillas and  
R. Matthee (eds), The Spanish monarchy and Safavid Persia in the 
early modern period. Politics, war and religion, Valencia, 2016, 207-15
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C. Martínez Shaw, ‘The first monetary history of early modern Persia 
and the monetary labyrinth of Don García de Silva y Figueroa’, in 
García, Cutillas and Matthee, The Spanish monarchy and Safavid 
Persia, 199-206

R.M. Loureiro, ‘The history of Tamerlane in Don García de Silva y 
Figueroa’s Comentarios (1624)’, in García, Cutillas and Matthee, The 
Spanish monarchy and Safavid Persia, 177-98 

R.M. Loureiro, A biblioteca do embaixador. Os livros de D. García de 
Silva y Figueroa, Lisbon, 2014

L. Gil, ‘The Embassy of Don García de Silva y Figueroa to Shah ‘Abbas 
I’, in W. Floor and E. Herzig (eds), Iran and the world in the Safavid 
age, London, 2012, 161-80

R.M. Loureiro, L. Gil and Z. Biedermann, ‘Introdução’, in Loureiro, 
Costa Gomes, and Resende, Don García de Silva y Figueroa. Coment-
arios de la embaxada, vol. 1, ix-xxi

J.P. Rubiés, ‘Nota sobre un Tercer Manuscrito de los Comentarios’, 
in Loureiro, Costa Gomes, and Resende, Don García de Silva y 
Figueroa. Comentarios de la embaxada, vol. 2, xi-xiii

J.P. Rubiés, ‘Relación de la Embaxada que hiço en Persia Don Garçía de 
Silva y Figueroa (1620) by his secretary Saulisante’, in Loureiro and 
Resende, Estudos sobre Don García de Silva y Figueroa e os ‘Comen-
tarios’, vol. 4, 135-72 

J.P. Rubiés, ‘A dysfunctional empire? The European context to Don 
García de Silva y Figueroa’s embassy to Shah Abbas’, in Loureiro 
and Resende, Estudos sobre Don García de Silva y Figueroa e os 
‘Comentarios’, vol. 4, 85-133

J.M. Malhão Pereira, ‘Aspectos náuticos das viagens por mar de  
D. García de Silva y Figueroa entre 1614-1624’, in Loureiro and 
Resende, Estudos sobre Don García de Silva y Figueroa e os ‘Comen-
tarios’, vol. 4, 183-205 

C. Alferes Pinto, ‘Presentes ibéricos e “goeses” para ‘Abbas I. A 
produção e consumo de arte e os presentes oferecidos ao Xá da 
Pérsia por D. García de Silva y Figueroa e D. frei Aleixo de Men-
eses’, in Loureiro and Resende, Estudos sobre Don García de Silva y 
Figueroa e os ‘Comentarios’, vol. 4, 245-78

W. Floor, ‘At the royal court of Shah ‘Abbas I (1589-1629)’, in Loureiro 
and Resende, Estudos sobre Don García de Silva y Figueroa e os 
‘Comentarios’, vol. 4, 279-98 

V. Resende, ‘Itinéraires et voyageurs portugais en Perse safavide’, in 
Loureiro and Resende, Estudos sobre Don García de Silva y Figueroa 
e os ‘Comentarios’, vol. 4, 299-312 
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F. Caramelo, ‘Visões da antiguidade nos Comentarios de Don García 
de Silva y Figueroa’, in Loureiro and Resende, Estudos sobre Don 
García de Silva y Figueroa e os ‘Comentarios’, vol. 4, 345-66

Z. Biedermann, ‘Um viajante sem mapas? Figueroa e a cartografia da 
Pérsia’, in Loureiro and Resende, Estudos sobre Don García de Silva 
y Figueroa e os ‘Comentarios’, vol. 4, 367-93 

R.M. Loureiro, ‘The Indian journeys of a Spanish ambassador. Don 
García de Silva y Figueroa and his Comentarios (1614-1624)’, Res 
Antiquitatis. Journal of Ancient History 2 (2011) 51-69

J.M. Cordoba Zoilo, ‘Viaje, hallazgos y fortuna de dos viajeros europeos 
del siglo XVII en Irán: García de Silva y Pietro del Valle’, Isimu. 
Revista sobre Oriente Próximo y Egipto en la Antigüedad 14-15 (2011) 
165-217

M.S. Simpson, ‘Gifts for the Shah. An episode in Hapsburg-Safavid 
relations during the reigns of Philip III and ʿAbbas I’, in L. Kama-
roff (ed.), Gifts of the sultan. The arts of giving at the Islamic courts, 
Los Angeles, 2011, 124-38

L. Gil, El imperio luso-español y la Persia safávida, 2 vols, Madrid, 
2006-9

W. Floor and F. Hakimzadeh, The Hispano-Portuguese Empire and its 
contacts with Safavid Persia, the Kingdom of Hormuz and Yarubid 
Oman from 1489 to 1720. A bibliography of printed publications, 1508-
2007, Leuven, 2007, pp. 356-7

J. Gil, ‘Don García de Silva y Figueroa. Diplomático y humanista 
extremeño’, in J.M. Maestre et al. (eds), Benito Arias Montano y los 
humanistas de su tiempo, Mérida, 2006, vol. 2, 713-22

J.M. Córdoba, ‘La época de los viajeros y el redescubrimiento: colo-
res de Occidente y perfumes de Oriente. Los viajeros hispanos de 
los Siglos de Oro. Don García de Silva y Figueroa, y el redescu-
brimiento de Irán’, in M.C. Pérez Díe and J. Córdoba Zoilo (eds), 
La aventura española en Oriente (1166-2006), Madrid, 2006, vol. 1,  
89-98

J.M. Cordoba, ‘Un caballero español en Isfahán. La embajada de Don 
García de Silva y Figueroa (1614-1524)’, Arbor 180/711-12 (2005)  
645-69 

G.B. Souza, ‘La embajada de Don García de Silva y Figueroa a Irán a 
comienzos del siglo XVII’, in M.S. Gómez Navarro (ed.), Estudios de 
historia iberoamericana II, Córdoba, 2004, vol. 2, 180-1

F. Marías, ‘Don García de Silva y Figueroa y la percepción del Oriente. 
La “Descripción de Goa” ’, Anuario del Departamento de Historia y 
Teoría del Arte 14 (2002) 137-49
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M. Bernardini, art. ‘Figueroa, García de Silva’, in EIr
C. García-Romeral Pérez, Bio-bibliografía de viajeros españoles, Madrid, 

1998, p. 183
M. Castro y Castro, ‘Nueva relación de la embajada de Don García 

de Silva y Figueroa a Persia (1619)’, Archivo Iberoamericano 58/230 
(1998) 381-4

C. Alonso, La embajada a Persia de D. García de Silva y Figueroa (1612-
1624), Badajoz, 1993, pp. 27-292

H. Sancisi-Weerdenburg, ‘Introduction. Through travellers’ eyes. The 
Persian monuments as seen by European travellers’, in H. Sancisi-
Weerdenburg and J.W. Drijvers (eds), Achaemenid history VII. 
Through travellers’ eyes. European travellers on the Iranian monu-
ments, Leiden, 1991, 5-6

L. Gil (ed.), Epistolario diplomático. García de Silva, Figueroa, Cáceres, 
1989

M. Asín Palacios, ‘Comentarios de Don García de Silva y Figueroa de 
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