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Abstract

European travelogues from the Safavid era—particularly the firsthand and meticulous
observations of Pietro Della Valle (1617-1623 CE)—constitute invaluable resources for
historical ethno-botanical research. Employing an interdisciplinary approach (comparative
literature, medical history, and ethnography) and qualitative content analysis, this study
systematically examines the representation of traditional herbal medicine in Iran during Shah
Abbas I's reign through Della Valle's seminal travelogue. The central research questions
explore: (1) which medicinal plants (e.g., cardamom, chicory, henna, violet, musk willow,
lovage), therapeutic methods, and folk health beliefs Della Valle documented in Iranian
society, and (2) how these representations were filtered—and often evaluated—through the
lens of a European observer. Findings reveal Della Valle's precise recordings of: Plant
applications (treating ocular, gastrointestinal, dermatological conditions, and fevers),
Preparation techniques (decoctions, poultices, oil extractions) and Key practitioners
(hakims/physicians and attars/local herbalists); Discourse analysis uncovers a duality in his
perspective: while admiring Iranian botanical expertise and attempting to transfer this
knowledge to Europe, he simultaneously labeled certain practices as "superstitious,"
influenced by his cultural/religious biases. This study argues that Della Valle's travelogue
transcends mere historical documentation; it serves as proto-ethnographic text enabling:
Reconstruction of Iran's neglected indigenous medical knowledge and Critical analysis of
how medical "Otherness" was constructed in 17th-century cross-cultural encounters.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Indigenous knowledge of medicinal plant utilization, as a vital component of the intangible biocultural
heritage of nations, has consistently been a focus of both Ethnobotany and Medical Anthropology. This
knowledge not only holds potential capacities for modern medicine but also opens a window into the social
structures, beliefs, and worldviews of past societies. Ethnobotany is precisely defined as "the study of the
relationship between people and plants, particularly the examination of how different cultures use plants in
the contexts of food, medicine, ritual, and other traditional applications. This interdisciplinary field
combines methods from anthropology and botany to understand indigenous and traditional knowledge
about plants” (Martin, 2004: 15). Within this context, the Safavid period (16th-18th centuries CE) is
considered a zenith for traditional medicine in Iran due to its political stability, economic prosperity, and
extensive cultural interactions (Elgood, 1992: 245). However, comprehensive primary sources based on
field observation of how this medical system functioned within the society of that era are limited. Within
this vacuum, the travelogues of Europeans who came to Iran for exploration, trade, or tourism become
invaluable resources. These texts, despite the inevitable cultural biases of their authors, contain objective
observations, detailed descriptions, and records of oral narratives concerning various aspects of Iranian life,
including health, disease, and common remedies. They provide early historical ethnographies that can offer
valuable data for historical ethnobotanical studies. Among these travelers, Pietro della Valle (1586-1652
CE), a Roman nobleman and Italian scholar-secretary, holds a special position. His journey to the East was
motivated by scientific interest and profound curiosity. His relatively extended stay and close interactions
with Iranians during the height of Shah Abbas I's rule endowed his observations with unparalleled richness.
The section pertaining to Iran in his extensive travelogue is considered one of the most reliable sources
from this period due to its descriptive accuracy, interest in cultural details, notable relativism (for its time),
and relative veracity (Nava'i & Ghaffari Fard, 2003: 189).

The aim of this article is to extract and analyze the ethnobotanical data contained in della Valle's travelogue,
focusing on herbal medicines and the system of traditional medicine in Safavid Iran. The main research
questions are: 1. What specific medicinal plants and related therapeutic methods did della Valle observe
and record in Iran? (Ethnobotanical focus); 2. How does he describe the cultural-social context of these
treatments (the role of healers, beliefs concerning illness and health, the status of traditional medicine)?
(Ethnomedical focus); 3. How did the perspective and discourse of della Valle, as an external Christian
observer, influence the representation of Iranian medical knowledge in his travelogue? (Discourse analysis
and comparative literature focus).

2. Materials and Methods

The theoretical framework integrates Ethnobotany, Medical Anthropology, and Representation Theory.
The research method involves qualitative content analysis of relevant sections of della Valle's travelogue,
primarily using the reliable Persian translation by Shojaeddin Shafa (1969), while cross-referencing
medicinal plant data with the original Italian edition (1843) due to omissions in the translation. Data (plants,
diseases, methods, healers, attitudes) were purposefully extracted, categorized, and critically analyzed. A
primary limitation is reliance on a single observer's perspective.

3. Results and Discussion

Analysis of the travelogue reveals Della Valle's detailed observations on Iranian medical and botanical
knowledge, positioning him as an active engager rather than a passive external observer. Key findings
include: -His documentation of specific medicinal plants (e.g., “Anjedan” [anti-flatulent], “Golpar”
[digestive aid], “Bang-dane” [antispasmodic]) and their applications.

-Insights into the medical service provision system, highlighting the roles of “Hakims” (educated
physicians) and “Attars” (pharmacist-botanists).
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- The pivotal role of women as preservers and transmitters of practical plant knowledge.

-Mechanisms of knowledge exclusivity and protection within Safavid society.

-The inherent duality in Della Valle's discourse: admiration for empirical knowledge coupled with a
tendency to portray the overall medical system as sometimes superstitious or unscientific, reflecting his
cultural lens and contributing to an Orientalist representation of "Eastern medicine."

4. Conclusions

This analysis provides a valuable inventory of Safavid medicinal practices derived from a primary source.
It demonstrates that della Valle's empirical approach and active engagement yielded unique data, offering
a model for using travelogues as sources for historical ethnography. The study highlights the complexity of
cross-cultural representation, where the "Other" is both a source of knowledge and a subject for defining
civilizational boundaries. While della Valle's documentation offers potential foundations for contemporary
pharmacological study, the research is limited by its one-sided narrative and cultural biases, which
sometimes led to distorted realities (e.g., overlooking women's roles). These findings underscore the
necessity for further comparative research using other contemporary travelogues.
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