Print ISSN: 3092-7265

Islamic Azad University
Science and Research Branch

Summary of the Research on Carsten Niebuhr’s Travelogue and Its Role in Understanding

Ancient Iranian History and Script

Mohammad Taghi Arsin' , Askar Bahrami Kahishnejad®"

1. Department of History and Archeology. SR.C., Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran. Email: mohammad.arsin@iau.ir
2. Department of Literature and Languages, Islamic Encyclopedia Foundation, Tehran, Iran. (Corresponding Author), Email:

ashahrami@yahoo.co.uk

Article Info

Abstract

Avrticle type:

Research Article

Articl history:
Received:
2025-09-21

Accepted:
2025-12-06

Published online:
2026-02-25

Keywords:
Ancient Iran,
travelogue,
Iranian
historiography,

cuneiform, Niebuhr

Iran, one of the oldest and richest civilizations, has left a valuable cultural and
historical heritage. A significant part of this heritage consists of ancient languages and
scripts of Iran, which provide crucial information about its history, culture, and social
structure. Over the centuries, many researchers have sought to decipher and analyze
these languages and scripts. Among the key resources in archaeology and linguistics
are the travelogues of Europeans who journeyed to Iran and the Near East.

Today, with modern technologies and global communication, access to information is
easy, but in the 17th and 18th centuries, European travels to the Near East were often
commissioned by kings for political, economic, and scientific purposes and were
fraught with many dangers. Many travelers wrote travelogues based on their personal
observations, containing valuable data on customs, language, art, and local people.
These travelogues not only address broad historical issues but also detailed matters
concerning Iran and Iranians, thus serving as rich sources for the study of Iranian
history.

Although travelogues are important historical sources for Iran, their precise and
comprehensive role in identifying ancient lranian history and particularly in
deciphering the cuneiform script has not yet been fully studied. One of the most
important of these is the travelogue of Carsten Niebuhr, an 18th-century Danish
traveler who played a major role in recognizing and reading cuneiform. A re-
examination of his reports shows that the discovery and decipherment of cuneiform led
to a major transformation in the knowledge of ancient Iranian languages, scripts, and
history, illuminating previously obscure parts of the field.
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Introduction

Iran, the cradle of one of the oldest human civilizations, possesses a valuable cultural and historical
heritage, including its ancient languages and scripts. From ancient times, these have attracted scholarly
attention. European travelogues spanning centuries form a key body of sources in this research.

Travel writing was historically not only a literary genre but also an important method of knowledge
transmission. In times before modern communication technologies, scientific and diplomatic European
journeys to the East were primary sources of new information about unknown lands. These travels were
risky and safe return was not guaranteed.

The precursors of modern archaeology, such as excavation and artifact recovery, have long existed.
Historical texts and narratives, such as those by Mas ‘Tid1 and the Arab traveler Abt Dulaf, include reports
on ancient ruins and inscriptions. This background shows a deep-rooted interest in discovering ancient
relics, which continued in European travelogues of the 17th and 18th centuries.

Among these reports, Carsten Niebuhr’s travelogue stands out for his precise and scientific approach
in copying inscriptions and artifacts, playing a key role in deciphering cuneiform and understanding
ancient Iranian languages.

Prior Research

Interest in ancient Iranian remains, especially pre-Islamic Iran, began with European orientalists,
travelers, and delegations of political, military, and religious nature. These efforts laid the groundwork for
later scientific archaeological excavations in Iran.

However, within Iranian scholarship, there has been no independent, thorough study focusing on
Niebuhr’s travelogue and his role in deciphering cuneiform and discovering ancient monuments, despite
its importance. His travelogue was crucial during a time when reliable data about pre-Islamic Iran was
scarce and opened new horizons for historical studies. Although earlier travelers had mentioned ancient
monuments, Niebuhr was among the first to document them systematically and scientifically.

Before Niebuhr, European understanding of Achaemenid kings was largely based on Greek texts and
the Bible. From the 17th century onward, some European travelers began to report on Achaemenid
monuments, especially Persepolis, making copies and sketches of inscriptions. Niebuhr stands out for his
detailed and systematic reports of inscriptions at Persepolis and Sasanian Pahlavi texts. His copies later
contributed to the decipherment efforts that culminated in the 19th century.

Method

This study is historical-comparative and descriptive-analytical. Data were collected through library
research including Niebuhr’s travelogue, books, scientific articles, and related texts. The analysis is
qualitative, based on interpretation and reasoning. The approach is interpretive, with active researcher
involvement in understanding meanings in historical texts.

Content and Style of Niebuhr’s Travelogue

Niebuhr’s travelogue, published in three volumes (1772, 177478, and posthumously in 1837), covers his
journeys through Arabia and neighboring lands, including Iran during the Zand period. It is richly
illustrated with plates and drawings demonstrating his scientific and geographic rigor.

He was possibly the first European to scientifically and precisely explore many Eastern sites. Among
his achievements are exact astronomical measurements, the use of lunar distances for longitude
calculation, and highly accurate maps. He corrected many earlier erroneous reports and is known as “the
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most precise traveler of the Orient” who brought scientific clarity to the region.
One of his important contributions was the 1762 map of the Persian Gulf, in which the islands of
Greater and Lesser Tunbs and Abu Musa were mapped for the first time and attributed to Iran.

Description of Persepolis in Niebuhr’s Travelogue

Although earlier travelers had visited Persepolis, none matched Niebuhr’s care, thoroughness, and
scientific approach. His fieldwork bridged the pre- and post-Islamic periods, filling historical gaps. His
sketches and plans became foundational references for future archaeologists.

Niebuhr compared Persepolis to Memphis in Egypt, noting similarities in size, location, destruction,
and post-ruin use. He suggested the ruins might have been temples or royal palaces. His analyses covered
architectural remains, materials, sculptures, motifs, proportions, and damage. He disputed earlier
interpretations, such as the idea that animal sculptures were Egyptian sphinxes, instead recognizing them
as Asian mythic animals.

He observed that the building had multiple construction phases due to misalignments and
architectural inconsistencies. He measured geographic coordinates and distances (e.g., between Shiraz
and Persepolis) and identified that inscriptions were written left to right. He found three different scripts
on the same monuments, counting about 42 signs in the simplest script (later identified as Old Persian).
Though unable to decipher them, his copies laid the groundwork for later breakthroughs.

Conclusion

Studying travel reports from visitors to Persepolis and other ancient Iranian sites is important for
historical interpretation, formation of Oriental studies in Europe, and historical documentation.

Many early visitors saw artifacts now lost or moved to Europe; their writings and drawings are
valuable historical records. These travelers came prepared with prior knowledge and studies, opening new
perspectives on history.

From the 12th—13th centuries through the Crusades, European interest in the East grew, extending
into studies of language, script, art, and civilization. Many travelers encountered ancient inscriptions,
initially viewed as decorative, but from the 17th century, they were recognized as real texts, sparking
scholarly study.

Carsten Niebuhr’s role is especially notable: in the 18th century, with goals in geography and
linguistics (especially biblical understanding), he produced accurate copies of Persepolis and Bisitun
inscriptions. He scientifically demonstrated the left-to-right reading of inscriptions and the presence of
three scripts on monuments. He counted around 42 characters in the simplest script (Old Persian). Though
he could not fully decode the scripts, his copies became crucial foundations for later decipherment.

In the 19th century, Henry Rawlinson, building on earlier work including Niebuhr’s, achieved the
full decipherment of the Behistun Inscription, publishing translations of the three languages—an
important milestone in understanding ancient Iranian history.

Since then, archaeological exploration in Iran has become systematic and scientific, with institutions
undertaking excavation, cataloging, translation, and research. Important works on Old Persian grammar,
lexicons, and inscriptions were published, and Iranology developed academically.

Travelogues like Niebuhr’s represent the bridge between observation and scientific archaeology. His
attention to detail in copying inscriptions, recognizing script nature, and providing accurate geographic,
epigraphic, and artistic documentation laid foundations for later scholarship and continue to inform
historiography and archaeology today.
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Herbert, Baron. (1638), Some Years Travels Into Divers Parts Of Asia and AfriQue. The second books.
London Printed by R. Bi.
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