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Abstract

During the Safavid period, particularly from the reign of
Shah Abbas I (9961038 AH / 1587-1629 AD) to the fall
of Isfahan (1135 AH / 1722 AD), the expansion of Iran’s
foreign interactions made language a strategically
important tool in diplomatic and political relations. In this
context, translators were not merely language translators
but acted as intercultural agents in the processes of
diplomatic, cultural, and even ideological communication
between Iran and the West. Adopting a descriptive-
analytical approach and relying on library sources,
especially European travelogues, this study seeks to
examine the role and status of translators from the reign of
Shah Abbas I to the fall of Isfahan. The findings indicate
that many translators active in the Safavid court were
either European Christian subjects or new converts to
Islam who, through prolonged residence in Iran, had
gained mastery over the prevalent languages and customs
of the country. An analysis of figures such as Pietro
Giuseppe Rosario, Mareh, and Raphael du Mans reveals
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that these individuals were not merely translators but, as
intermediaries aware of various Iranian affairs, played a
pivotal role in conveying complex political, commercial,
and cultural concepts between Iran and Europe. In
practice, they constituted part of the process of producing
and reproducing meaning in Safavid diplomatic relations.
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Examining the Role and Function of Translators in Iran’s
Foreign Relations Based on European Travelogues
(From the Reign of Shah Abbas to the Fall of Isfahan)

Extensive Abstract

Introduction: This article examines the role and function of translators
in Iran’s foreign relations during the Safavid period, emphasizing that in
this era, language and translation were not merely communicative tools
but became central components in the regulation of political, diplomatic,
and cultural relations. The temporal scope of the study begins with the
reign of Shah Abbas I and continues until the fall of Isfahan, a period in
which Iran’s engagement with European powers expanded, thereby
heightening the need for translators proficient in different languages and
cultures. The central question concerns the status and function of
translators in these relations and how they participated in dialogue, the
transmission of meaning, and even shaping political and cultural
decisions. By posing the question of whether translators were mere
linguistic intermediaries or influential actors in the political and cultural
arenas in the structure of Safavid Iran’s foreign relations, the authors
attempt to reconstruct their social and historical profile.

Regarding the research background, the article shows that this area
remains underexplored in contemporary historiography. Although
translators have been paranthetically mentioned in some studies on
Safavid diplomacy, travelogue, and political documents, few coherent
studies, if any, have examined their role independently. Certain studies,
such as those on language and translation in the Safavid court, writings
on the period’s political correspondence, and the accounts of travel
writers like Chardin, Tavernier, Olearius, and Pietro Della Valle provide
valuable leads. Consequently, the main reearch gap lies in the absence of
a systematic analysis of the status of translators in Safavid Iran’s foreign
relations. On this basis, the present article seeks to fill this gap and to
represent the role of translators as active, multifaceted intermediaries.
Method: In terms of method, the present study is qualitative historical-
analytical conducted drawing on library sources. Data were collected
from historical texts, reports of European travelers, and sources related to
the Safavid period, and were analyzed using critical discourse analysis
and historical discourse analysis. The temporal range covers 996—1135
AH (1587-1722 CE). The methodological aim is to reconstruct the social
position of translators, identify their institutional standing within the
Safavid apparatus, and elucidate their mediating role in diplomatic and
cultural relations. Hence, the research method is not merely descriptive
but seeks to understand the social and political function of translation
within the Safavid power structure.
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Findings: The findings show that the linguistic environment of Safavid
Iran was highly diverse and multi-layered. European travel writers
frequently noted the multiplicity of languages and dialects in Iran. For
instance, Tavernier classified the common languages into four categories,
mentioning Persian, Turkish, Arabic, and the vernacular or peasant
language. Carreri also named four linguistic groups, referring to the
“tribal language.” Although these descriptions are sometimes colored by
a Eurocentric perspective, they collectively indicate that Safavid Iran was
a realm of extensive linguistic diversity. Such diversity heightened the
necessity for translators at court, in foreign relations, and in interactions
with various social and ethnic groups.

Another significant finding is that many translators at the Safavid court were
either European Christians or new converts to Islam who, through prolonged
residence in Iran, had mastered Persian languages and customs. These
individuals did not merely transmit words but possessed a deep
understanding of cultural, religious, and political contexts and background,
thereby facilitating mutual comprehension in diplomatic interactions.
Important names mentioned in the article include Pietro Giuseppe Rosario,
Mareh, and Raphael du Mans. These examples demonstrate that translators
in Iran’s foreign relations perforrned roles beyond literal translation and
functioned as “cultural intermediaries’ and “intercultural agents”.
Furthermore, the results show that learning Iran’s prevalent languages,
particularly Persian and Turkish, was essential for Europeans coming to
Iran. This learning was important both for facilitating communication
with Iranian authorities and for advancing political, commercial, and
religious missions. Examples such as Engelbert Kaempfer and certain
Christian missionaries, including Gabriel de Paris and Blaise Donat,
indicate that language acquisition in this period was also part of strategies
for influence, dialogue, and religious propagation. From this perspective,
language in the Safavid era was not merely a means of communication
but a field of power and a means of influencing the foreign relations.
Conclusion: In the discussion and conclusion, the article emphasizes that
translators in the Safavid era should not be regarded as marginal or
merely technical agents. At a deeper level, they played a role in shaping
perceptions, directing the negotiations, conveying political and cultural
concepts, and even influencing diplomatic decisions. Translators were
thus part of the system of Iran’s communicative and political interaction
with the outside world, acting as active participants in the production and
reproduction of meaning. Consequently, it is fundamentally important to
study their role not only for understanding the history of translation but
also for gaining a better understanding of the structure of Iran’s foreign
relations during the Safavid period.

Keywords: Safavid Iran, Diplomacy, Court translators, Safavid era
travelogues, Persian language, Raphael du Mans.



