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Abstract

Purpose: Addressing a gap in the primary sources on Iran-France relations in the early Safavid
period, this study investigates the historical authenticity, content, and significance of diplomatic
letters exchanged between Shah Safi of the Safavid Empire and Louis XIII of France.

Method and Research Design: This study employs documentary analysis to examine two
previously overlooked epistles. These documents are preserved in a manuscript known as the

Danishnama-ye Farsi (The Persian Encyclopedia), held in the Bibliothéque nationale de France.

Findings and Conclusion: The analysis demonstrates that, despite the manuscript’s apparent
educational purpose, the letters possess substantial historical validity. They provide clear evidence
of the continuity and institutionalization of bilateral relations during Shah Safi’s reign, primarily
driven by shared economic and commercial security interests rather than by a military alliance
against the Ottoman Empire. Notably, Louis XIIT’s reply is identified as the first documented direct
response from a French monarch to a Safavid sovereign within this specific chronology. Further-
more, a meticulous examination of stylistics, titles, and terminology reveals the deep cultural and
diplomatic acumen of the French scribe, who was fluent in Persian courtly conventions, and it
redefines the pivotal role of Capuchin missionaries—particularly Gabriel de Paris—as essential
cultural-diplomatic intermediaries and principal agents facilitating this exchange.
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Introduction

Historical scholarship on Iran-France relations during the Safavid era, particularly un-
der Shah Safi (r. 1629-1642), has been constrained by a scarcity of primary source
materials. Initial contacts, often described as “quasi-diplomatic,” date back to the reign
of Shah Abbas I, with ambiguity surrounding their initiators. A more structured phase,
described as the “religious phase,” commenced around 1627-1664 and was marked by
the arrival of French Capuchin missionaries who began to act as de facto diplomatic
agents. The mission led by Pére Pacifique de Provins in the final years of Shah Abbas
I's life was particularly significant, as it secured privileges for the Order and laid the
groundwork for their enduring presence in Isfahan and Baghdad. These missionaries,
notably Gabriel de Paris, achieved remarkable linguistic and cultural fluency in Persian
and produced texts that went beyond mere religious proselytization to reflect genuine
cultural exchange. Against this backdrop, the discovery of two letters within a didactic
Persian manuscript compiled by an anonymous Capuchin author presents a unique
research opportunity. This study posits that these documents, despite their pedagogi-
cal framing, are authentic diplomatic artifacts capable of refining the chronology and
clarifying the nature of bilateral relations under Shah Safi, while also highlighting the

central agency of the Capuchins.

Materials & Methods

This study adopts a qualitative approach centered on documentary analysis. The prima-
ry materials consist of two embedded letters—one from Shah Safi and the other a reply
from Louis XIII—contained in the manuscript Danishnama-ye Farsi (MS Persan 143,
Bibliotheque nationale de France). The methodology involves a multi-layered descriptive-
analytical examination of these documents, including:

Textual & Structural Analysis: Deciphering the content, narrative structure, and formal
components of each letter (e.g,, iftitah [opening], rukn-e eshtiyaq [expression of longing],
and closing formulae).

Contextual & Functional Analysis: Situating the letters within their historical, literary,
and functional contexts, moving beyond a purely text-centered reading to understand

their role in the diplomatic process.
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Comparative Analysis: Systematically comparing linguistic style, the use of titles and
honorifics, terminological choices (e.g., the Mongol-derived term olka for “realm”),
and tonal differences between the two letters in order to infer diplomatic posture and
cultural awareness.

Historical Corroboration: Cross-referencing the internal data of the letters (dates,
names, events) with established contemporaneous sources and historiography to es-
tablish authenticity and integrate their content into the broader historical framework of
Safavid-Franco relations.

Discussion & Results

The analysis yields several key findings that clarify the nature and mechanisms of Iran-
France relations in this period. Historical Authenticity & Continuity: The letters, dated
Rabi‘ 11039 AH / March 1630 CE (Shah Safi) and Muharram 1050 AH / May 1640 CE
(Louis XIII), are determined to be authentic copies of original diplomatic correspond-
ence. Their ten-year interval and responsive content demonstrate not merely a brief
contact but a sustained and institutionalized dialogue continuing the policy initiated
by Shah Abbas I.

Economic & Logistical Focus: The core subject matter centers on mutual guarantees for
the safety and unhindered movement of merchants and travelers within each other’s
territories (olka). This emphasis indicates that relations were primarily driven by recip-
rocal economic interests and commercial security rather than by anti-Ottoman military
alliance strategies pursued with other European powers.

The Unique Letter of Louis XIII: The reply from Louis XIII is of particular importance,
representing the first extant direct response from a French king to a Safavid shah from
this period and thereby confirming Irans place within France’s diplomatic considera-
tions.

Cultural-Diplomatic Expertise: The linguistic texture of the letters—especially Louis
XIITs reply—reveals the French scribe’s deep familiarity with Persian epistolary conven-
tions, Safavid titulature (e.g., Abu'l-Muzaffar, Mu‘izz al-Dawla, Bahadur Khan), and
religious sensitivities, including references to Shi‘i Imams. The strategic use of the def-

erential closing phrase “amrahu a‘la” in the French letter, contrasted with the impera-
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tive “amr nemudim” in Shah Safi’s letter, skillfully negotiates diplomatic hierarchy and
respect.

Central Role of Capuchin Intermediaries: The documents explicitly demonstrate the
Capuchins—particularly Gabriel de Paris—as indispensable intermediaries in this ex-
change. The difference in titles attributed to him—the highly exalted “‘umdat al-akabir
al-Masthiyya” (Pillar of Christian Nobles) in the Persian letter versus the more modest
“Fazilat-Panah Padr1 Fr1” in the French reply—illustrates his elevated status within the
Safavid administrative environment. The Capuchins functioned not merely as couriers
but as active shapers of diplomatic content and agents of cultural translation.
Conclusion

This study establishes the two letters contained in the Danishnama-ye Farsi as signifi-
cant historical documents that fill a critical gap in the narrative of early Safavid-Franco
relations. They provide concrete evidence of a deliberate, continuous, and formally
evolving diplomatic relationship under Shah Safj, strategically centered on secure trade
routes and mutual economic benefit. The research reinterprets the Capuchin mission-
aries—especially figures such as Gabriel de Paris—not as peripheral religious actors but
as central cultural-diplomatic agents whose linguistic abilities and intercultural compe-
tence were fundamental to the functioning of these relations. The sophisticated under-
standing of Persian courtly protocol reflected in the French correspondence indicates
a level of engagement and diplomatic respect that warrants further scholarly attention.
Accordingly, this analysis underscores the need to re-examine Safavid diplomatic his-
tory through the lens of such informal yet highly effective intermediary networks and
calls for further investigation of comparable textual materials produced by missionary

intermediaries in the early modern period.
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