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Abstract 

 

Lost in Translation: Carsten Niebuhr, Robert Heron, and Orientalism in the Eighteenth 
Century 

 

 

In 1772 Carsten Niebuhr published his first book, in German, about his travels in Arabia 

as part of the Royal Danish Expedition to Felix Arabia. In the following six years 

Niebuhr would publish two more detailed accounts of his travels. In 1792, twenty years 

after Niebuhr’s first publication, Robert Heron completed his translation of Niebuhr’s 

two first works. To this day, Heron’s translation remains the only English language 

intermediary to Niebuhr’s text. However, as this thesis will show, Heron’s translation is a 

poor substitute for Niebuhr’s groundbreaking work. Heron’s translation is still widely 

circulating in modern scholarship, which causes unfortunate misconceptions about 

Niebuhr and how he described the religion, manners and people of the Arabian Peninsula. 

Besides a critical engagement between translation and the original publication of 

Niebuhr’s work, this thesis places the two writers in the broader field of Orientalism and 

proposes a new understanding of this intellectual movement in the eighteenth century: not 

as divided by borders between nations with different political projects, but rather as a 

result of the wide transmission of knowledge that crossed national boundaries and 

informed individual scholars and shaped their field.     
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Introduction 

In 1753 the first secretary of the newly opened Göttingen Academy, Johann 

David Michaelis, proposed an expedition to Yemen to the Danish Minister of Foreign 

Affairs Johann Hartwig von Bernstorff. The aim of the expedition was to study the 

language and customs of the people of Yemen, in order to shed new light on the Old 

Testament. Michaelis believed that the customs of “the House of Abraham” were 

observable in Yemen due to its people’s lack of interaction with other cultures and 

populations. Michaelis, in consultation with other European intellectuals, wrote one 

hundred questions that were to be answered by the members of the expedition. 

Unfortunately, the published version of the questions did not reach the expedition until 

Carsten Niebuhr had landed Bombay and all of his other travel companions had died.1  

In 1761 the members of the expedition left Copenhagen en route for the Near 

East. Besides the cartographer Niebuhr, the expedition consisted of the Swedish natural 

scientist Pehr Forsskål, the Danish philologist Frederik Christian von Haven, the Danish 

physician Christian Carl Kramer, the German painter Georg Wilhelm Baurenfeind, and 

the Swedish assistant Lars Berggren. Carsten Niebuhr was not intended to play any major 

role compared to Forsskål and von Haven. However, as the sole survivor the expedition, 

it is often referred to as the Niebuhr Expedition. The expedition lasted for six years and 

was the first of its kind to penetrate deep into the Arabian Peninsula, while passing 

through Ottoman Egypt, Safavid Persia, and Mughal India.  

																																																								
1 Ib Friis, Michael Harbsmeier, and Jørgen Bæk Simonsen (ed.) Early Scientific Expeditions and Local 
Encounters. New Perspectives on Carsten Niebuhr and ‘The Arabian Journey’ – Proceeding of a 
Symposium on the Occasion of the 250th Anniversary of the Royal Danish Expedition to Arabia Felix 
(Copenhagen: Det Kongelige Danske Videnskabernes Selskab, 2013), 91. 
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When Niebuhr returned to Denmark, he sought to publish his findings. While he 

was working on his publication, the political situation in Denmark changed drastically. 

King Frederick V, who had sponsored the trip, had recently died, leaving the throne to his 

son Christian VII. Christian VII suffered from a mental illness, which his physician 

Johann Friedrich Struensee exploited, positioning himself as the de facto regent of 

Denmark and dismissing Niebuhr’s main contact in the Danish government, Bernstorff. 

This meant that not only was the political situation in Denmark precarious while Niebuhr 

was working on his publication, but Niebuhr was left with most of the expenses for his 

publication.2  

 Niebuhr’s first publication Beschreibung von Arabien (Beschreibung) was 

published in 1772 in German and was shortly thereafter translated into French in 1773 by 

“a French refugee Clergyman” in Copenhagen.3 Niebuhr’s son Barthold decried the 

quality of the French translation in his biography of his father written after Niebuhr’s 

death. Barthold further noted that another unauthorized translation was made at the same 

time in Holland and that this translation was also severely flawed. Barthold explains that 

his father knew French only moderately so he was not able to judge the translation 

himself.4 Beschreibung was intended to be the ‘scientific’ version of his travels to be kept 

in libraries. Niebuhr’s two later books published in 1774 and 1778 Reisebeschreibung 

nach Arabien volumes one and two (Reisebeschreibung,) were intended to be of interest 

to the general public. In 1837, Barthold published the last volume of his father’s work 

																																																								
2 Lawrence Baack. Undying Curiosity: Carsten Niebuhr and The Royal Danish Expedition to Arabia 
(1761-1787) (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2014), 289.  
3 Barthold G. Niebuhr. “The Life of Carsten Niebuhr the Oriental Traveller” The Students’ Cabinet Library 
of Useful Tracts, vol. III Biographical Series vol. I (Edinburgh: Thomas Clark, 1836), 41. The translator 
remained nameless in the publication, but from Barthold’s book about his father it is stated that the 
translator was a refugee, probably a French Protestant fleeing Catholic France.  
4 Ibid. 
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posthumously making the Reisebeschreibung a three-volume book. A new and more 

comprehensive French translation, Voyage en Arabie, including both Beschreibung and 

Reisebeschreibung volume one, appeared in Holland in 1776 and was published by S. J. 

Baalde in Amsterdam. This translation remains the most widely circulated French 

translation, and Edward Gibbon not only used this translation as a reference numerous 

times in his Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, but also praised it in his notes.5 

 It is probably this French translation, of which the translator is unknown, that 

Robert Heron used in his Travels through Arabia (Travels) when he translated 

Beschreibung and Reisebeschreibung volume one to English in 1792. Heron’s legacy has 

been a subject that has been written about at various times since his death in 1807. In 

1932 Catherine Carswell wrote an article in The Scots Magazine entitled “Heron: a Study 

in Failure,” in which she links Heron’s unpublished Journal of My Conduct to his tainted 

scholarly legacy.6 More recently Edward J. Cowan sought to do Heron justice by 

reintroducing some of the forgotten works written by Heron such as A Journey Through 

the Western Counties of Scotland, written in 1793, and by digitalizing his Journal of 

Conduct, that until recently was only available at the Edinburgh University Library.7   

 Despite being the only English translation of Niebuhr’s travels, and being widely 

circulated and referenced by scholars of the Middle East today, the contested origin of the 

translation gives it a unique history. In the catalogue of Bowdoin College’s library index 

from 1863, the Heron translation has a note stating that it was in fact John Pinkerton who 

																																																								
5 Edward Gibbon. The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, vol. 5 (London: Methuen & 
Co. Ltd., 1911), 333-4. 
6 Catherine Carswell. “Heron: A Study in Failure” The Scots Magazine vol. 18 (Oct. 1932) pp. 37-48.  
7 Edward J. Cowan. “Robert Heron of New Galloway (1764-1807): Enlightened Ethnologist” Review of 
Scottish Culture vol. 26 (2014) pp. 25-41, 25. 
Edward J. Cowan (ed.) “The Journal of Robert Heron” Review of Scottish Culture vol. 27 (Jan. 2015), pp. 
108-131 
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had translated Niebuhr’s work. Furthermore, the note informs the catalogue reader that 

“[t]his translation, besides omitting the most valuable and scientific parts, is, in other 

respects, very untrustworthy.”8 This is an observation that seems to have been lost with 

time, considering the vast amount of uncritical references to Heron’s translation in 

modern scholarship. While there is interesting history between the two authors, there is 

no evidence that Pinkerton actually wrote the translation from 1792. Pinkerton did use the 

pen name Robert Heron on one occasion in 1785 for his Letters of Literature, and 

Pinkerton and Heron had a dispute about Heron’s publication of the History of Scotland 

because Pinkerton accused Heron of being an “incomplete historian.” While it is curious 

that Pinkerton wrote under the pseudonym Robert Heron, Patrick O’Flaherty explains 

that Pinkerton’s mother’s maiden name was Heron, and by the time Letters of Literature 

was published, the “real” Robert Heron had not yet made his first publication. 9 

Furthermore, Pinkerton did publish a version of Niebuhr’s travels in A General 

Collection of the Best and Most Interesting Voyages and Travels in all Parts of the World 

(1808-1814). Despite this academic rivalry, Pinkerton is not likely the author, and 

contemporary book reviews and advertisements point to Heron as the original translator 

of Niebuhr’s travels from French to English.10  

																																																								
8 Bowdoin College. Catalogue of the Library of Bowdoin College to which is added an index of subjects 
(Brunswick: Press of Joseph Griffin, 1863), 455.  
9 Patrick O’Flaherty. Scotland’s Pariah: The life and work of John Pinkerton 1758-1826 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2014), 107-8; 317. 
10 Robert Heron. Information concerning the strength, views, and interests of the powers presently at war: 
intended to assist true friends to themselves and their country, to judge of the progress and effects of the 
present war; and to decide upon the grand question of immediate peace? or war for another campaign? 
(Edinburgh: R. Morrison and Son, 1794), 315. 
The Monthly Review; or, Literary Journal, Enlarged vol. XI, May to August (London: R. Griffith, 1793), 
423. 
 



	 	 	 	5	

 Niebuhr and Heron are figures that partook in, and contributed to the transmission 

of knowledge about the Orient. Niebuhr’s work was quickly translated into several 

languages and widely circulated because of the scholarly background for the expedition. 

Michaelis had made the expedition subject to international attention by inquiring of 

scholars in France, Germany, Sweden, Denmark, Holland, and England about questions 

they thought were pertinent for such an expedition.11 While Niebuhr and the other 

members of the expedition were traveling between Egypt and Yemen, Michaelis 

published the instructions the members were given along with the hundred questions they 

were asked to answer. Traditionally, some scholars writing about Orientalism attribute 

the aims of the state to how Orientalist writing can be divided, proposing that Orientalist 

in the eighteenth century conformed to some national imaginaire and effectively 

distinguishing between Imperialist and colonial states and those that were not.12 This 

thesis proposes that this approach may obscure more than it reveals. By exploring the 

intricacies between Niebuhr’s Beschreibung and Heron’s Travels it will be evident that 

the widely circulated English translation was repurposed, erasing many innovations that 

Niebuhr made to the study of the Orient; that the misinformation produced by the 

translation is still transmitted and reproduced in modern scholarship, and that knowledge 

about, and representations of, the Orient in the eighteenth century was a result of a 

complex and interconnected transmission of knowledge that crossed national borders.            

 

																																																								
11 Johann David Michaelis. Fragen an Eine Gesellschaft gelehrter Männer, die auf Befehl ihro Majestät 
des Königes von Dännemark nach Arabien reisen (Frankfurt am Main: Johann Gottlieb Garbe, 1762). 
Preface not paginated. Information about who he was in dialogue with appears on page 17-18. 
12 See Edward Said. Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 4; Todd Kontje. German Orientalisms 
(Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2004), 7; Diana Long Hoeveler and Jeffrey Cass (ed.) 
Interrogating Orientalism – Contextual Approaches and Pedagogical Practices (Columbus: The Ohio State 
University Press, 2006), 38.  
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1: Eighteenth Century Orientalism 

Many scholars and intellectuals in Europe during the eighteenth century imagined 

and wrote about the Orient. Most of them had never left Europe, and they had to rely on 

travel accounts such as Niebuhr’s to represent the “Oriental other.”13 Other stories of the 

Orient were brought back from officials and merchants employed by the many different 

European trading companies. The eighteenth century also signified an increase in the 

study of Islam in Europe, George Sale’s 1734 translation of the Qur’an and preliminary 

discourse is one example that was read and referenced by many of these scholars who 

themselves sought to understand and represent the Mughal, Safavid, and Ottoman states, 

and the people living in and around them.  

Those who represented the Orient had different motives. The Royal Danish 

Expedition to Arabia, for one, had to find answers for the many questions that still 

remained elusive for scholars trying to understand the Old Testament. Other intellectuals 

wrote poetry with romantic or dystopian representations of the Orient, and some wanted 

to “find themselves” in writing about the “Oriental other.” Today, Orientalism in the late 

eighteenth century is still linked to various states’ ambitions to colonize the East, and 

thus some scholars distinguish between those who represented the Orient in Germany, 

and those who did so in France and England.14 This chapter will show through the study 

of the Royal Danish Expedition to Arabia and the representations that were transmitted 

by Niebuhr and Heron that “knowledge” of the Orient broke conventional national 

boundaries as much as it circulated within. The sources used by scholars in the eighteenth 

																																																								
13 This term is used because it reflects the notion that Orientalists thought about the Orientals as people 
inherently different from themselves. It further reflects the language used in the eighteenth century. 
14 Edward Said proposed to distinguish between the Orientalism before the last third of the eighteenth 
century and the Orientalism that came after. See Said, Orientalism, 22.  
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century about the Orient were ancient, medieval, and early modern, and of different 

types. As much as there was not one firm conceptualization of the Orient in the 

eighteenth century, there was neither one firm conceptualization of the Orient within each 

nation. Individuals seeking to represent the Orient had their own aims in doing so, but 

were largely informed by the same body of sources that constantly kept accumulating.  

This chapter progresses by first looking at Niebuhr and Heron’s backgrounds, and 

what shaped their representation of the Orient and then proceeds to a discussion of how 

the transmission of knowledge shaped the study of the Orient in the second half of the 

eighteenth century.  

  

Niebuhr and Beschreibung von Arabien 

Born and raised in a small village in Northern Germany and not having received a 

classic educational background, Carsten Niebuhr had a unique approach in describing and 

engaging the “Oriental other.” Niebuhr’s depiction of Arabs and Islam in his 

Beschreibung was molded by his own upbringing, the training he got prior to the 

departure to Felix Arabia, the European imaginaire of the Orient, and most importantly 

his engagement with the local inhabitants that he was describing. 15 These factors help 

explain why Niebuhr created a narrative that both implicitly and explicitly countered 

other travelers’ stories of the Orientals, and debunked some theories of the Orientals’ 

differences to Europeans.  

Niebuhr grew up in Hadeln, close to the North Sea and not far from what was 

then the Danish-German border. His father and step-mother had sent him to Latin school 

																																																								
15 Michaelis and others called Yemen Felix Arabia, a name they probably adopted from the Roman division 
of the Arabian Peninsula into Arabia Felix, Arabia Deserta, and Arabia Petraea.  
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during his childhood, but his studies were interrupted when his father died in 1749. At 

that time Niebuhr returned to the general vicinity of his family’s farm and began to study 

music. When another family member inherited the family farm and Niebuhr received a 

sum of money from the estate, he went to Hamburg in 1752 to take up his Latin studies 

once again at the age of 22. His tutor in Hamburg referred him to Göttingen Academy, 

and during his first year as an undergraduate student at Göttingen Niebuhr was asked to 

participate in the Royal Danish Expedition to Arabia, as the mathematician and 

engineer.16  

Niebuhr was by no means the first choice for Michaelis, who was the intellectual 

force and creator of the expedition as well as a professor at Göttingen, Niebuhr was the 

third choice, after two other prospects had declined the invitation.17 Niebuhr’s relatively 

inferior position in the expedition is also evident from the instructions for the expedition 

published by Michaelis. Unlike Frederik Christian von Haven and Pehr Forsskål, Niebuhr 

is only mentioned by name on the first page of the instructions. Furthermore, the 

instructions directly related to him mention only his role as mathematician, not his 

name.18 During the two years he spent preparing for the expedition, from 1758 to 1760, 

Niebuhr studied with various professors at Göttingen and attended lectures in history, 

mathematics, geography and astronomy. He also took private classes in Arabic with 

Michaelis.19 Thus Niebuhr did not receive education pertinent to his role in the expedition 

until he was in his mid-twenties, and as it turned out during the expedition his role 

changed dramatically.  

																																																								
16 Baack, Undying Curiosity, 48-49.  
17 Ibid. 47. 
18 Michaelis. Fragen. Neither the preface nor the instructions are paginated, but instruction 27 appears on 
page 20 of the instructions. The instructions directed at Niebuhr’s role range from instructions 27-34.   
19 Baack, Undying Curiosity, 50-52.  
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The Royal Danish Expedition to Felix Arabia left the shores of Copenhagen in 

January 1761 en route for Alexandria. After traveling around Egypt, the Hedjaz and parts 

of Yemen, the two most prominent members of the expedition died by the middle of 

1763, leaving only Niebuhr, the physician Christian Carl Cramer, the painter George 

Wilhelm Baurenfeind, and the orderly Lars Berggren.20 Thus the role of Niebuhr was 

transformed from a mathematician who was supposed to measure and map his 

surroundings, to that of von Haven’s who was tasked to “notice the manners and customs 

of the country: Principally, those that shed light on the holy script and the Mosaic 

laws.”21  

There is no evidence that Niebuhr had the qualifications to do the job, or even had 

education pertinent to such a task, however in both Beschreibung and in 

Reisebeschreibung volumes one and two, Niebuhr sought to answer as many of the 

questions prompted by Michaelis as he could. This quest had a profound impact on the 

narrative that Niebuhr presents in all three publications, but to the greatest extent in 

Beschreibung where much of its composition is driven by the one hundred questions 

written by Michaelis. So, when Niebuhr discusses at length the customs of Arabs in 

regard to their contempt with spitting; clarifies that their shoes were not particularly 

pointy; or writes pages on the practice of polygamy, it is not necessarily because Niebuhr 

found these practices particularly interesting or worth writing about, but rather is a direct 

result of the questions prompted by Michaelis.22  

Niebuhr writes in his preface to Beschreibung: 
 

																																																								
20 Carsten Niebuhr. Reisebeschreibung nach Arabien und anderen umliegenden Ländern vol.1 
(Copenhagen: Nicolaus Möller, 1774), 404.    
21 Michaelis, Fragen. Instruction 35 was directed at von Haven, appears on the 27th page of the instructions.  
22 Ibid. 167; 169; 170.  
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[T]he Arabs are generally described as uncivilized, avaricious, and predatory. I have not 
found this nation so bad. We Europeans often judge prematurely the manners of foreign 
nations, before we get to know them.23 
 

This quotation shows an implicit attack on other European descriptions of the Oriental 

peoples that becomes more tangible and explicit as Niebuhr’s narrative progresses. 

Niebuhr had read descriptions of Arabia prior to publishing Beschreibung in 1772, as is 

seen in his own notes and his corrections of other travelers’ accounts of the Arab people. 

Multiple references to Jean Chardin, Thomas Shaw, Johann Wild, Abu al-Fida, George 

Sale, Alexander Hamilton and Jean de la Roque, among others, appear throughout 

Niebuhr’s book and provide a picture of whom he read and commented on. On several 

occasions, Niebuhr debunks common European perceptions of Arabs. An example of this 

appears in regard to the mark of virginity where Niebuhr responds to Michaelis’ question 

fifty-six. The European preconception was that Arabs would send their wife back if they 

lacked the mark of virginity upon marriage. Niebuhr however found that: “[t]he more 

civilized inhabitants in the cities would consider it very uncivilized when one insults their 

wife and her whole family for such a trifling sake.” 24  

According to Niebuhr’s many insertions of notes like this, the Europeans had 

many preconceptions of Arabs adding to a representation that depicted the Arabs as 

uncivilized and rude. However, Niebuhr is also by no means without prejudices brought 

with him from Europe. Despite the fact that the Ottoman threat had dwindled after their 

defeat at Vienna in 1683 and the following Treaty of Karlowitz in 1699, Niebuhr does not 

regard the Turks very highly and did on several occasions make relatively negative 

remarks about their behavior. He does however recognize that the fear and contempt of 

																																																								
23 Carsten Niebuhr. Beschreibung von Arabien aus eigenen Beobachtungen und im Lande selbst 
gesammleten nachrichten abgefasset (Copenhagen: Nicolaus Möller, 1772), x.  
24 Ibid. 36.  
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one another is mutual: “The name of the Turks cannot be as frightening to our children, 

as the name of Europeans is to the young Turks.”25 Niebuhr suggests that this mutual 

disregard is a result of the bloody wars that the Ottomans and Europeans had with one 

another.26 What is interesting is that he distinguishes between Europeans and Ottomans 

by lumping all Europeans into one category rather than distinguishing between the 

different principalities, nations and empires in Europe, essentially creating the schism 

between Europe and the Orient in a narrative that simultaneously seeks to erase some of 

the prejudices that justified the depiction of the Orientals as lesser than the Europeans. A 

witty and yet clear depiction of this method is shown in a note Niebuhr writes about how 

Europeans view Arab fashion.  

The Europeans will certainly not find this mentioned fashion pretty [referring to the veil]. 
But it pleases the Arabs even less when young Europeans powders their black hair in 
order to make it seem that it was naturally white, or when elderly people daily cut their 
beard and thereby look feminine.27 

 
This mirroring method seems unique when compared to the narratives of Shaw and 

Hamilton who described the Orientals without reflecting on why they saw the differences 

they did, or what might have caused them to stand out.  

 Another method that makes Niebuhr’s narrative remarkable is the fact that he 

engaged with the local inhabitants while eliciting information from them. So, at the same 

time Niebuhr observed he was also making inquiries to those he is observing about 

themselves. He relayed this method in the preface to his book: “I have thus my 

description of Arabia from own observations, and from news orally transmitted by the 

																																																								
25 Ibid. 41.  
26 Ibid. 40-41.  
27 Ibid. 66.  
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inhabitants of these countries.”28 As with an example of information transmitted from a 

local Jew named Oraki in Yemen, these informants were both mentioned by name, while 

others remained anonymous.29 Niebuhr, for example refrained from making any broader 

conclusions about the character of oriental Christians, as he had not met enough to make 

any claims about them.30 An interesting display of sensitivity and self-reflection in regard 

to own limitations despite also relaying multiple encounters with local Christians on the 

Anatolian Peninsula, in all three volumes.  

That Niebuhr inquired about information from local Jews such as Oraki made 

Michaelis uncomfortable, as he did not see them as reliable sources for information.31 

Michaelis did not have much veneration for the Jewish population in his own 

surroundings either. He argued that they could not have the same rights as Germans in 

Hanover because their Mosaic laws prohibited them from conforming to German 

society.32 Niebuhr was not without the influence of anti-Semitic thought in his writing. 

When he makes a comparison between the Jews in Poland and those in Yemen he 

concludes that those in Yemen are less beggarly and keep themselves cleaner.33 But at the 

same time, he castigates the treatment of Jews in Europe, and upholds that Jews have 

more financial possibilities in the Ottoman Empire than they do in Europe.34 Another 

interesting and informative example of how Niebuhr tried to understand those he 

described appears in relation to how he uses Sale’s translation of the Qur’an in trying to 

																																																								
28 Ibid. xx. 
29 See page 46. 
30 Niebuhr, Beschreibung, 44.  
31 Johan David Michaelis. Lebensbeschreibung von ihm selbst abgefasst mit Anmerkungen von 
Hassencamp (Leipzig: Johann Ambrosius Barth, 1793), 74.    
32 Jonathan Hess. “Johann David Michaelis and the Colonial Imaginary: Orientalism and the emergence of 
Racial Antisemitism in Eighteenth-Century Germany” in Jewish Social Studies, Vol. 6 No. 2 (2000), pp. 
56-101, 57-58.   
33 Niebuhr, Beschreibung, 66. 
34 See page 35. 
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comprehend certain customs. Niebuhr found that some tribes in Arabia could be engaged 

in blood feuds that spanned several generations. Instead of engaging this particular 

custom from his own point of view he notes that it is odd, due to prescriptions in the 

Qur’an, which he reasoned stipulates that this particular action is unlawful.35  

 Niebuhr’s own background, the change of his role in the expedition, and his 

unique method of ethnography for his time, undoubtedly factored in and facilitated a 

more culturally sensitive description of Arabs and Islam than the body of scholarship and 

travelogues that was written by the time he published Beschreibung in 1772. Niebuhr’s 

description of Arabia was a product of his time, but it also challenged many prejudices 

that circulated around Europe and were reproduced continuously in one publication after 

another. In the following section it will be examined why the English translation diverged 

from the German original in an assessment of Robert Heron and his time.             

 

Heron and Travels through Arabia 

 Robert Heron is not the most prominent name in late eighteenth century Scottish 

history, however he is a very interesting study. According to the Oxford Dictionary of 

National Biography, Heron grew up in a lower middle class family in New Galloway, 

Scotland, and managed to save enough money to attend the University of Edinburgh in 

1780 at the age of sixteen. He worked as a teacher, a preacher and a journalist before he 

started to publish books on his own in the late 1780s.36  Historians have coined Heron as 

a miscellaneous writer, a description that becomes self-explanatory when looking at the 

wide variety of topics that his publications include. This section explores Heron’s own 

																																																								
35 Niebuhr, Beschreibung, 33.  
36 Thomas Finlayson Henderson, “Heron, Robert (1764–1807)”, rev. H. C. G. Matthew, Oxford Dictionary 
of National Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004; online edn, Oct 2009.  
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ideas of what constituted Islam and Arabs from his own notes to Travels and a series of 

other publications made by Heron both before and after he started the translation of 

Niebuhr’s work. What will become evident is that Heron was inspired by the notion of 

the noble savage, that he used the distinction between civilized and uncivilized as a 

rhetorical tool to place him and his peers as distinct from Scottish Highlanders and more 

aligned with intellectuals in England, and that the books of Arabia published prior to 

Niebuhr’s publication shaped the way that Heron wrote about Arabs and Islam in the 

translation.  

 The intellectual milieu was growing during the late eighteenth century Edinburgh. 

In 1707 the Kingdom of Scotland had joined the Kingdom of England creating the 

Kingdom of Great Britain.37 However, Scots still maintained an awareness of their own 

independent features, which, as will become evident from this section, were sought to be 

reconciled by Heron.38 Heron wrote his own version of a travel account a year after the 

publication of the translation of Travels. But where Niebuhr traveled to two different 

continents to find answers to Michaelis’s hundred questions, Heron only had to search 

within the realms of Scotland to find a different people to describe. One of the most 

striking examples of how Heron, in the translation of Niebuhr’s travels ascribes a 

conceptualization to Niebuhr that is obviously from Heron’s own hand is a comparison 

between the Bedouins and the Scottish Highlanders; “The Bedouin nobility may be 

compared to the chiefs of the clans among the Scotch highlanders, who are in a very 

																																																								
37 Rosalind Mitchinson. A History of Scotland (London: Routledge, 2002), 314.   
38 Jeffrey F. Huntsman. Essay on the Principles of Translation (Amsterdam: John Benjamins B.V., 1978), 
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similar condition in respect to their honours and authority.”39 Interestingly, Heron writes 

a note to the passage in which he states that “this comparison is fair and natural”40 While 

the differences between the English translation and the German original will be discussed 

in more detail in the second chapter, the above quoted passages may illustrate one of two 

things: first, that Heron was writing the translation with his own audience in mind, 

erasing the parts of Niebuhr’s method that did not conform with the general depiction of 

the uncivilized other; or second, that some of Heron’s writing in the translation was 

politically motivated. Or maybe it illustrates both.  

 In 1792, the same year he published Travels, Heron wrote in the preface to his 

translation of Arabian Tales that his translation was inspired by the essay Principles of 

Translation from 1791. 41  While the essay in its first occurrence was published 

anonymously, it later became evident that it was written by Lord Alexander Fraser Tytler 

Woodhouselee, and was based on a lecture he gave to the Royal Society in 1790.42 

Woodhouselee stipulated a number of rules that were necessary for a good translation. 

The first included that the translator “should have a perfect knowledge of the language of 

the original,”43 a second rule was that the translator could add to the ideas of the original 

if the additions gave the ideas greater force, but that liberty should be used “with the 

greatest caution.”44   

																																																								
39 Carsten Niebuhr. Travels though Arabia and other countries in the East, Performed by M. Niebuhr, Now 
a Captain of engineers in the service of the King of Denmark vol. 2 (Edinburgh: R. Morrison and Son, 
1792), 205.  
40 Ibid. 338.  
41 Robert Heron. Arabian Tales: or, A continuation of the Arabian Nights Entertainments vol. 1 
(Edinburgh: Bell & Bradfute, J. Dickson, E. Balfour and P. Hill, 1792), xviii.  
42 Huntsman, Essay on the Principles of Translation, xxxi.  
43 Lord Alexander Fraser Tytler Woodhouselee. Essay on the Principles of Translation (London: Caddell 
and W. Davis, 1797), 17. 
44 Ibid. 39.   
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To the first rule, Heron did not read German, nor Arabic, which prompts the 

question of why he referred to Principles of Translation in the first place. In the preface 

to Arabian Tales, Heron goes to great lengths to explain why he is justified in using 

French translations of the stories. He writes that “the great evidence of the authenticity of 

these [stories] (...) is internal. The scenery, characters, incidents, manners, customs, 

allusions, and cast of composition, are all Oriental.”45 The second rule introduced by 

Lord Woodhouselee is somewhat more ambiguous. It could be understood as a 

confirmation that translators can take certain liberties in translating, but the general scope 

of these are still unclear. Heron could have understood the rule as legitimizing the 

Scottish Highlander comparison for example, but the comparison becomes even more 

precarious considering that he wrote a note that seemingly legitimized Niebuhr’s 

comparison, even though it was evidently made by Heron. 

 The Scottish Highlander example can also illustrate how the deviances between 

the Heron translation and the German original could have stemmed from political 

motivation. As previously mentioned, Scotland had in the eighteenth century joined the 

Kingdom of Britain. Heron being from the Scottish Lowlands, born in the town of New 

Galloway, might have sought to situate himself and his peers in a setting more akin to 

that of intellectual England, conceptualizing the Highlands as an uncivilized other on par 

with other uncivilized peoples. That Heron understood himself as part of civilized Britain 

is evident from his own travel description of the Scottish Highlands.  

To me it appears, that every nation, to be truly great and happy, must possess in certain 
proportions, members in every different stage in the progress of refinement, and in almost 
all possible diversities of local circumstances. Upon this idea, it may seem advantageous 
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to Britain, that the Highlands of Scotland are so little susceptible of cultivation, and that 
the inhabitants of these parts continue to retain the simple manners of the shepherd life.46 

 
Unfortunately, he does not explain this interesting idea any further, but what can be 

deducted from the quotation is that he saw a clear distinction between the Highlands of 

Scotland and the rest of the island of Britain. Heron further describes this particularity 

one year later in 1794.  

One savage is like another: One civilized person will soon become like another, but it is 
long, very long before any considerable approximation can take place between a savage, 
and a civilized person.47 
 

Not only did Heron see this schism between uncivilized and civilized on the British 

Island, but he made it a general rule. While Niebuhr was probably aware of this train of 

thought, it does not appear in the German edition of his book. Niebuhr generally refrains 

from attributing negatively charged values towards the people that he describes, and 

when he actually does so he, as a rule, mirrors these attributes to where they are found in 

Europe. This is not the case with Heron. As shown by the two quotations above it is 

rather the opposite, he conceptualizes himself and his peers under the category of 

civilized in opposition to the uncivilized. A decade later, in 1804, Heron published an 

essay as part of his the Letters of Junius in which he reflects on the current state of his 

society in relation to the previous and contemporary savages. In his conceptualization of 

the different stages of society, the savage is an infant, and the barbarian “is but a vicious 

and forward boy.”48 He further situates the Arabs’ stage in society as: 

The history of human society presents many instances, in which fantastic barbarism of 
Eloquence has had its reign exceedingly prolonged, in connexion with that of the 

																																																								
46 Robert Heron. Observations Made in a Journey Through the Western Counties of Scotland vol. 1 (Perth: 
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barbarism of manners. Such, as the Koran sufficiently evinces, was the fate of Eloquence 
among the Arabians.49 

 
The idea that Arabs had been kept in the same stage for centuries was not foreign to 

Heron and Niebuhr. In fact, the premise of Niebuhr’s travels was to study the Arabs of 

Felix Arabia because they were envisioned to be the closest peoples to those that existed 

at the time of the conception of the Old Testament.50 But whereas Niebuhr refrained from 

essentializing the Arabs in a manner that would conclude that they had not progressed for 

millennia, Heron conformed more with the streams within Oriental scholarship that did 

draw such a conclusion. 

 Whether Heron wrote his translation of Travels in the manner he did was because 

he wanted to adjust the text so it was more conform to the imaginaire of his audience, or 

because he was politically motived, or both, deserves an open-ended conclusion. 

However what is shown here is that all three possibilities are relevant. A fourth and even 

more speculative explanation arises from Heron’s Journal of my Conduct, a journal that 

Heron maintained with various interruptions from 1789 until 1798. The journal shows 

what Heron read and how he conducted his studies. Heron, a Christian man, struggled 

throughout the years in which he wrote his journal with his own thoughts and actions. A 

number of self-reflections show that Heron’s self-image was tainted by untruthfulness 

and struggles with his faith.51 In 1791, the period in which he translated Niebuhr’s 

Beschreibung, Heron wrote:  

I have told many lies, uttered many oaths and obscene expression, and committed various 
acts of unchastity, since discontinuing my journal. My levity & folly have also arisen to a 

																																																								
49 Ibid. 12.  
50 See page 9.  
51 See Cowan’s transcript of Heron’s Journal of My Conduct in Cowan (ed.) “The Journal of Robert 
Heron”, 113; 114; 118; 121.     
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greater pitch than before. I am approaching nearer to death, and becoming less prepared 
to meet it.52 

 
Throughout his life Heron was imprisoned several times for various debts that he was 

unable to pay.53 The fact that he had to sustain himself throughout reoccurring debt could 

explain the fourth possibility, that he, in order to generate the money he so obviously 

needed, paid less attention to scholarly due diligence while conducting his writing. Thus, 

perhaps, Heron wrote the Niebuhr translation infused with the preconceptions that he 

already had built up by reading a number of other travel narratives less self-reflective 

than Niebuhr’s work.54  

 Heron’s translation, in terms of preconceptions of Arabs, is more aligned with 

Michaelis’ hundred questions than with Niebuhr’s own writing. This is a striking 

coincidence that prompts a discussion of Orientalism in the eighteenth century. The last 

section of this chapter engages modern scholarship, and discusses how scholars have 

conceptualized Orientalism in the eighteenth century, and proposes a new approach to 

understanding Orientalism in that period.  

 

Conceptualizing the Orient in the Eighteenth Century 

 Scholars of Orientalism have tended to distinguish between Franco-Anglo 

Orientalism and German Orientalism. Most notably, in his important and heavily 

criticized Orientalism, Edward Said wrote that the two differed because: 

																																																								
52 Ibid. 121.  
53 Henderson, “Heron, Robert.” 
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[T]here was nothing in Germany to correspond to the Anglo-French presence in India, the 
Levant, North Africa. Moreover, the German Orient was almost exclusively a scholarly, 
or at least a classical, Orient: it was made the subject of lyrics, fantasies, and even novels, 
but it was never actual, the way Egypt and Syria were actual for Chateaubriand, Lane, 
Lamartine, Burton, Disraeli, or Nerval.55 
 

Said is certainly correct that Germany did not have a colonial presence until 1884, in fact 

it was not even unified as a nation-state until 1871 but was instead a loose confederation 

of smaller polities of different configurations.56 Said’s definition of Orientalism links 

knowledge directly to the exercise of power, so within his own framework his distinction 

is valid.57 In Orientalism Said studies Orientalism from the beginning of the nineteenth 

century and onwards, because the Franco-Anglo presence in the Orient was limited to 

India and the “Bible lands” and since the production of texts about the Orient was 

increasing.58 However, the body of literature about the Orient was already quite immense 

at the beginning of the nineteenth century, and colonial officers read and referenced 

eighteenth century Orientalist writings.59 When the German, Niebuhr, went to Arabia as 

part of the Royal Danish Expedition, it was not to conquer, nor to assess the possibilities 

of colonizing any part of Arabia. Although Denmark had colonies and forts in modern 

day Ghana, US Virgin Islands, Greenland, Iceland, Faroe Islands, and India at the time of 

the expedition, the expedition was purely scientific and would not have taken place if it 

were not for Michaelis. The only note in all of the publications Niebuhr wrote that 

suggested any future interference by the state of Denmark in Arabia, was in regard to the 
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possibility of exporting iron to Arabia.60 Despite lacking a direct link between the 

knowledge produced by Niebuhr and his colleagues and exercise of power, it will be 

argued here that one cannot distinguish between different Orientalisms at the time. States 

might have different objectives in sending missions to the Orient, and that certainly 

shaped the travel narratives and writings of the officers in the field, but the understanding 

of the “Oriental other” differed as much inside Germany as it did to England and France, 

and again even within these countries.  

    Suzanne Marchand convincingly argues in German Orientalism in the Age of 

Empire that German Orientalism was not a single shared discourse but rather 

multifaceted. She redefine Orientalism in Germany as a set of practices bound to the 

institutional settings that focused their studies on language, history and cultures of Asia.61  

Todd Kontje in German Orientalisms identifies German Orientalism as a result of 

German’s self-image as politically and culturally subordinate in relation to other 

European powers. By participating in the intellectual project of Orientalism, the Germans 

could place themselves in the broader European civilization.62 To Lawrence Baack, 

Niebuhr was not an Orientalist, because his method and writing did not conform to most 

other Orientalist literature.63  

This thesis argues that Niebuhr was an Orientalist. He, like many others in the 

eighteenth century, wrote about the Orient and its people and thereby contributed to the 

circulation of knowledge that shaped the European imaginaire in regards to the Orient. 

Even if Niebuhr and the other members of the expedition did not exercise physical power 
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over the Orientals, they did indeed, by the power of the pen, exercise another sort of 

power that materialized in publications. This thesis also proposes a different approach to 

understanding Orientalism. Rather than distinguishing between different Orientalisms in 

the nations in Europe, we should direct our attention to the sources utilized by the 

different scholars and artists, and the cross border circulation of knowledge in the second 

half of the eighteenth century.  

 When von Haven was approached by Michaelis prior to the expedition, he was 

hesitant and he did not know whether he should accept the position. Eventually he was 

convinced because Michaelis suggested that von Haven could obtain a more prominent 

role in the Republic of Letters.64  Michaelis himself was a part of this exclusive, and ill-

defined club of thinkers, and his inquiry for questions for the expedition from scholars 

around Europe is a testament to the cross boundaries exchange of knowledge that 

signified the early modern intellectual landscape in Europe.65  Although the Republic of 

Letters ceased to exist by the end of the eighteenth century, this circulation continued.66 

Anthony Grafton’s Worlds Made by Words illustrates the exchange of knowledge during 

the eighteenth century, and how this circulation of knowledge helped shape “[t]he social 

imaginaries and social lives of early modern scholars.”67   

While different local or national circles might have had different scholarly 

interests at any given time, they were mostly informed by similar sources. An illustrative 

example of this is Michaelis’, and many other German thinkers’, preoccupation with the 
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nature of the Jewish population, both in their own society and Arabia. Michaelis’ idea for 

the expedition was that by looking at the Arabs, whom were assumed to be living in a 

time vacuum, the members could answer questions pertinent to the study of the Old 

Testament.68 This assumption was by no means new, one travel account which is cited by 

many scholars in the second half of the eighteenth century is that of Thomas Shaw, who 

described the Bedouins the following way: “they retain a great many of those [manners 

and customs] we read of in sacred as well as profane History; being, if we except their 

religion, the same People they were two or three thousand years ago.”69  In the hundred 

questions compiled by Michaelis, Shaw’s name appears at least five times, and Edward 

Gibbon mentions Shaw, along with Niebuhr, as a European traveler deserving “an 

honorable distinction.”70  

Shaw’s narrative was one of those that Niebuhr was actively trying to critically 

engage in Beschreibung.71 Examining the sources that Gibbon used for his The History of 

the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1788) it is quite revealing in terms of which 

sources about the Arab world were being utilized in second half of the eighteenth 

century. Besides the two eighteenth century travel accounts, scholars also used 

translations of Abu al-Fida’s Concise History of Humanity (1329), Edward Pococke’s 

Specimen Historiæ Arabum (1649), George Sale’s translation of the Qur’an along with 

his Preliminary Discourse (1734), and Pliny the Elder’s Natural History (77-79).72 There 

were, of course, many other great works informing the late eighteenth century thinkers, 
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but the sheer volume of references to these works is illustrative for how knowledge was 

produced and reproduced.  

 When thinkers in the second half of the eighteenth century read Pliny and Shaw 

together, for example, it is not particularly odd that some would assume that Arabs, 

especially those living in the interior and southern Arabia, had been living in a time 

vacuum. At times their description of Arabia is strikingly similar. They both, among 

other similarities, contended that the economy of tribal Arabs was heavily dominated by 

robbing and plundering.73  So, when Michaelis, with assistance from his peers in France, 

Germany and Britain, thought that they could learn about the Old Testament not only 

through the geography and nature of the Arabian Peninsula, but also through the manners 

and customs of its people, they had sources that were sixteen-hundred years apart that 

made similar descriptions, hence they assumed a certain consistency.  

Another stream of thought that circulated in the eighteenth century was polygenist 

theory.74 Members of the Republic of Letters such as Voltaire, Christoph Meiners, and 

Carl Linnaeus all distinguished between the races, but for different reasons; Voltaire as a 

critique of the church’s view on the origin of mankind, Meiners as an argument for 

sending the Jews from Europe “back” to Palestine so they could introduce European 

culture to the Muslims, and for Linnaeus as part of his categorization of nature.75  While 

some used these categorizations to justify colonial projects, others used the theory as part 
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of polemic writing against the church, and some used it for the scientific measuring of the 

world as part of what we conceptually call the Enlightenment. 

  Despite the wide circulation of knowledge, which blurred the nationally defined 

lines of Orientalism, the Orientalism in the eighteenth century was, by no means, 

conformist, and even individuals within their own works relayed great differentiation 

when writing about the “Oriental other.” Niebuhr’s writing quickly became popular in 

Germany, and after, the translations of his work became favored in France and England 

as well. Within the boundaries of what is now Germany intellectuals like Johann 

Gottfried von Herder and Immanuel Kant praised and used Niebuhr’s description of 

Islam and Arabs in their own works. Ian Almond in History of Islam in German Thought 

points out that Kant had called Niebuhr’s Beschreibung ‘excellent,’ but he did not 

reproduce Niebuhr’s explicit opposition to generalizations. Rather he, in Physical 

Geography, boxes Arabs and Muslims into the same systematic categorization as 

Voltaire, Meiners and Linnaeus.76 Herder, also an admirer of Niebuhr and reader of his 

Beschreibung, further illustrates the ambiguity in describing Arabs and Islam. In On the 

Effect of Poetry (1778) written six years after Niebuhr’s first publication, Herder writes a 

positive account of Islam and its prophet, however in Ideen (1786) his thoughts about 

Islam have less positive inclinations and his understanding of the religion seems more 

confused than in his earlier writing.77 To this end Niebuhr failed. Despite seeking to have 

his audience rethink their approach to Arabs and Islam, even those that actually read his 

German publications did not, on many occasions, accept this invitation. While it can be 

hard to determine why Herder, for example, deviates in his outlook on Islam, other cases 
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are more transparent. In Gerard Cohen-Vrignaud’s Radical Orientalism he explores a 

certain trend in parts of Britain, in the nineteenth century where political dissidents 

expressed their discontent with colonial expansion by comparing the state with “Muslim 

empire-building,” so effectively scorning both Oriental and European means of 

imperialism by colonization.78   

 Perhaps the most peculiar example of the blurred lines between Orientalism in 

different countries, and something that speaks to what some scholars have implicitly 

conceptualized as nation-based Orientalism, is the similarities between Heron’s 

translation and the Michaelis understanding of the orient and its inhabitants. Heron 

begins his translation with five pages that clearly do not come from Niebuhr’s hand, but 

his own. Heron writes that “coming among the Arabs is like being brought back to the 

times immediately after the flood,” which as was pointed out on several occasions 

through this thesis, was the whole premise of the expedition. Michaelis believed that the 

inhabitants of Yemen would be as close to biblical times as one could get, an imagination 

shared by Heron. Heron did not read German, so the idea that Arabs in that part of the 

Arabian Peninsula were imagined to have never been conquered by anyone, was clearly 

circulating amongst thinkers throughout the second half of the eighteenth century.  

Furthermore, Heron applied this idea of a time vacuum to the Scottish 

highlanders, so it was not necessarily a difference based on race, as it was for Voltaire, 

Meiners and Linnaeus. By distinguishing between the uncivilized highlanders he could 

place himself as part of the civilized parts of the British Island, so in turn his objective 

with the conceptualization of Arabs as unprogressive and uncivilized was perhaps 
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political.79 Additionally, Heron ascribed climate theory to Niebuhr’s description even 

though Niebuhr’s does not apply the theory himself. Climate theory was also flourishing 

in Germany at the same time that Heron wrote his translation. Herder for example 

understood climate to have an effect on the behavior of peoples.80 While this does not 

help Heron’s later arguments that the highlanders in Scotland were different, he does 

explain that the rough weather in the highlands had an effect on them.81  

 

Conclusion  

 The representations of the Orient produced by Heron and Niebuhr was a product 

of the context in which they were written. The narrative of Niebuhr’s publications was 

shaped by the background of the Royal Expedition to Arabia. Niebuhr and the other 

members were expected to answer certain questions pertinent to the Old Testament, but 

Niebuhr spent most of his travels without the company of his colleagues who had died, 

prompting a new approach to his study of the Orient, in which, he became an active 

participant in his research. He wanted other Europeans to understand that the customs 

they found abnormal about the Arabs was mutual. Arabs too found European customs 

odd. Hence one of the biggest lessons from Niebuhr’s publications was that Europeans 

should try to engage any other culture with an open mind, rather than rely on prejudices 

that had shaped the understanding of the “Oriental others” thus far. 

 Heron’s translation would receive much scrutiny if it was conceived today, but 

when he was writing different standards of translating shaped the outcome of his 

translation. Heron used these liberties to repurpose Niebuhr’s work so it would be 
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appealing to his audience and much of Niebuhr’s method of mirroring the Orient in 

Europe got lost, and in its place were reproductions of demeaning ideas such as the Arabs 

being savages and uncivilized. As evident in Heron’s other publications he sought to 

place himself and his Scottish intellectual peers closer to those further south on the 

British Island by alienating the Scottish Highlanders, an effort also reflected in his 

translation of Niebuhr’s travels. In the end, the representation of the “Oriental other” in 

Heron’s translation was closer aligned with Michaelis’ conceptualization in Fragen than 

with Niebuhr’s Beschreibung.  

     Representations of the “Oriental others” traversed the national boundaries and 

took different shapes depending on individual context and type of scholarship. Some 

sources were dominant in informing Europeans about the Arabs and Islam. These ranged 

from ancient to early modern times and were constantly republished and translated. 

Michaelis’ inquiry to scholars all around central and northern Europe, prior to the Royal 

Danish Expedition, illustrates for the sharing of knowledge that makes national 

categorization of Orientalism problematic. Political projects, such as imperialism, did 

shape the representation of the Orient, but did not do so anymore than individual 

scholarship that was driven by different aims and formed by a variety of sources that 

circulated Europe.     
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2: Lost in Translation: Carsten Niebuhr’s method and Robert Heron’s 

Repurposing of Beschreibung von Arabien in Travels through Arabia 

Robert Heron’s English translation of Beschreibung is, to this day, the only 

English language intermediary of Carsten Niebuhr’s own writing. Modern scholars 

primarily use it to gain insight about the mid-eighteenth century Arabia and its people. 

Niebuhr wrote accounts of different customs, various means by which the states of the 

Arabian Peninsula generated income, and the amount of foreign traders in number of 

cities. Some of this information is relayed in Heron’s translation, and some of this is not. 

Some of this is accounted for in accordance to Niebuhr’s own perception, and some of 

this is completely different. When modern scholars use the German version of Niebuhr’s 

description of Arabia they are informed of how Niebuhr generated his knowledge, 

whether it was through other travel accounts, oral transmission of natives, or by 

observing it himself. This valuable information in assessing the credibility of certain 

aspects of his narrative is valuable for historians, but unfortunately this information is 

predominantly omitted in the English translation. As will be evident from this chapter, 

historians using the translation as a source to eighteenth century Arabia ought to be 

extremely cautious because of the vast amount of misinformation transmitted by Heron.  

 Heron wrote the translation so it conformed to how he thought his own audience 

would receive it. This chapter will first engage Heron’s translation along with Niebuhr’s 

own writing, and will then explore how modern scholars have used the translation and 

reproduced some of its misinformation.  
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Travels through Arabia – Niebuhr Repurposed  

The only English translation of Niebuhr’s travels has a precarious composition, it 

is filled with the voice of the translator. This distortion of the original publication makes 

it a poor substitute to the German original for scholars seeking to explore the Orient that 

Niebuhr saw, and as will be argued here, is an unfortunate depiction of how Niebuhr saw 

and described the Arabs and Islam. The translation is, however, an exciting insight into 

how travel accounts like Niebuhr’s was repurposed and adjusted for a new audience.  

As already established, Heron based his translation of Niebuhr’s work on a 

French translation, most likely the 1776 translation written in Amsterdam for S. J. 

Baalde. Worryingly, Heron does not mention in his book that he is not translating 

Niebuhr’s travels from the original German text. Heron’s translation is structured 

differently than Beschreibung, which in and of itself is odd, according to modern 

standards of translation, and even those standards that existed during Heron’s time.82  

Heron’s English translation is in two volumes and the first volume is based on 

Niebuhr’s Reisebeschreibung from 1774, and the second volume is based on 

Beschreibung from 1772. At the end of Heron’s second volume, which is generally based 

on Beschreibung, he also includes the travels from Mocha to Surat, which is part of the 

first volume of Reisebeschreibung. Furthermore, Heron reverses the composition of 

Beschreibung, and he starts with what is Niebuhr’s second part in Beschreibung, 

‘Description of individual landscapes in Arabia’. Even here, he also rearranges the 

original composition so that instead of starting with Yemen, he starts with Hedjaz. 

Niebuhr’s first part in Beschreibung, “Of Arabia in general” is then presented as the 

second part in the translation. Much more can be said about the composition of the 
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translation, however this is not the main issue with the translation. Rather, it is the 

repurposing of Niebuhr’s own work that is the primary problem that this thesis seeks to 

address. 

Niebuhr’s own preface is not included in Heron’s translation, which of course is 

problematic since Niebuhr informs the reader about issues such as his method, and some 

more personal statements about the Arab people he spent a large part of his six years of 

travels with. Instead, Heron writes a preface that is filled with errors, such as stating that 

all the members of the expedition were Danish, when in fact only two of them were from 

Denmark.83 Errors like this might seem small, however as will be shown in the discussion 

of how modern scholars have used the Heron translation, it will be apparent that they are 

continuously reproduced. Heron does acknowledge that it is an abridged version since 

“[v]arious things seemed to be addressed so exclusively to men of erudition, that they 

could not be expected to win the attention of the public in general, and have therefore 

been left out.”84 This line in the preface should catch the attention of modern scholars that 

reference the translation in their own scholarship. From this statement it is clear that 

Heron does not pretend to have reproduced Niebuhr’s work for scholars, but rather for 

the entertainment of the general public. Heron exoticzied Niebuhr’s account of the 

Orient, similarly to that of his translation of Arabian Tales published the same year. 

Heron further states: “[a]s to the translation; I cannot indeed say much for it.”85 Such a 

warning ought to have made modern scholars more cautious in referencing the translation 

in their own works, a warning that went unheeded.  
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The first five pages of Travels volume two do not appear anywhere in neither 

Beschreibung nor Reisebeschreibung. These five pages are a fine example of how the 

voice of the translator distorts Niebuhr’s own view of the Arabs. The subchapter is 

named “Concerning the description of Arabia” and starts with a sentence that alludes to 

Western superiority, which, as will later be argued, does not fit with how Niebuhr 

continuously relativizes the differences between the East and the West. Heron states; 

“Man, even in society, where civilization has been carried perhaps to excess, where art 

extinguishes or disguises the sentiments of nature, never forgets his original 

destination.”86 Heron further writes, in the name of Niebuhr, that  

[i]f any people in the world afford in their history an instance of high antiquity, and of 
great simplicity of manners, the Arabs surely do. Coming among them, one can hardly 
help fancying one’s self suddenly carried backwards to the ages which succeeded 
immediately after the flood87 

 
While it can be argued that the above passage is aligned with how Michaelis viewed the 

aim of the expedition, and the trend of the Romantic Enlightenment in general, it is not 

part of Niebuhr’s own writing, and at best, is a rough simplification of what can be 

eluded from Niebuhr’s writing as a whole.  

 The first five pages in the translation are symptomatic for the rest of the 

translation. Most of the chapters in the English translation usually start with a few lines 

that do not appear in the original. One of the best examples of this is shown in Heron’s 

chapter “Of the Character of Arabs.” Here Heron argues that: 

[c]limate, government, and education, are, undoubtedly, the great agents which form and 
modify the character of nations. To the first of these the Arabs owe their vivacity, and 
their disposition to indolence; the second increases their laziness, and gives them a spirit 
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of duplicity; the third is the cause of that formal gravity which influences the faculties of 
their mind, as well as their carriage and exterior aspect.88 

The first thing to note is how Heron sets up a theory for human character that is molded 

by climate, government and education. Niebuhr does not set up such a normative theory 

rather he concludes that education is a factor that makes Arabs different from Europeans. 

Instead Niebuhr actually writes: “[t]he education of the Arabs is so different from ours, 

that one must not be surprised by the fact that their character is very different from the 

character of the Europeans.”89 Niebuhr also does not mention government in this chapter, 

and in relation to climate, Niebuhr writes in a note to the page, that nature has an effect 

on the common man. This notion was based on observations from Yemen compared to 

Hedjaz, Egypt and Turkey where he states that he believes that the people in Yemen 

might be happier because of their milder climate.90 The rather negative attributes that 

appear in the translation are unfortunate because they deviate from Niebuhr’s method. 

While Niebuhr does speak in normative terms about the Arab people, it is never in such a 

singularly negative way, accusing all Arabs of being lazy or deceitful. There are actually 

multiple passages in Beschreibung where he states that the Arabs are no more deceitful 

than Europeans.91   

Another example of the insertion of passages written by Heron that cannot be 

attributed to Niebuhr is:  

The Bedouins, and the highlanders in Yemen, a rude and almost savage race, do indeed 
regard the want of those marks as a proof of dishonor, and think themselves obliged to 
send a women back to her relations, when her chastity cannot be thus evinced.92 
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In his chapter Niebuhr does not discuss the marks of virginity nor call the Bedouins and 

highlanders in Yemen ‘savage’. This insertion again aligns Niebuhr with the accounts of 

Arabia that predate his publication, especially that of Thomas Shaw. In fact, Niebuhr 

does not refer to Bedouins in general, but instead refers to those living between Basra and 

Aleppo. He also states that sending the girl back is the norm, rather than an obligation. In 

regards to the highlanders of Yemen, he does say that they are the most “jealous over this 

point,”93 however the tone is completely different. Niebuhr includes a note to this 

passage, where he explains that similar attitudes towards virginity are found in Southern 

Poland and in Russia, and that they might even be more observant of the mark of 

virginity than the Arabs.94   

 The Heron translation is filled with factual mistakes that can mislead scholars 

using the source. Since Niebuhr is only one of a few sources that can account for many of 

the observations that he made, it is extremely problematic that simple numbers and places 

are not aligned with Niebuhr’s own account. Although Niebuhr’s mapping of the Arabian 

Peninsula was especially praised when his first three publications appeared in 

Copenhagen, he also narrated some very interesting observations in relation to the Arabs 

states’ economies and military forces. Unfortunately, many of these numbers are 

inaccurately transmitted in the English translation. An example from the English 

translation that illustrates this is in regard to the Hedjaz. One of the strongest tribes 

militarily was that of Harb. Heron contends that this tribe could bring two thousand men 

to battle. 95  While Niebuhr does write that the Harb tribe is the strongest in the Hedjaz, 

he informs the reader, that this tribe could bring twenty thousand men to the field, ten 
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times the amount that Heron relates. Furthermore, and perhaps just as problematic, 

Heron’s narrative does not include the source. Niebuhr apparently did not see this amount 

of fighters himself nor received the number from the leader of the tribe, rather it was 

relayed to him from a merchant from Mecca.96 The fact that Heron does not transmit 

Niebuhr’s source is another symptomatic aspect of the translation. Heron wrote in the 

second volume that not all of the information relayed was observed by Niebuhr himself, 

however for the most part Niebuhr does inform the reader, in his own publication, if the 

information he writes is based on something told to him, an important aspect mostly 

absent in the translation.97 The reason why Heron does not transmit the sources, in 

general, goes back to Heron’s stated aim with the translation, which was to repurpose 

Niebuhr’s work for a general English speaking audience, and not to make it a source for 

scholarly usage. 

An illustrative example of the systematic omission of passages that relays 

Niebuhr’s attitude toward the local population appears in relation to the Indian merchants 

that Niebuhr refers to throughout his first three publications. In the translation it is stated 

that “In Persia there are also some of these Indians; but the Turks, who are austere 

Sunnites, suffer none of them in their provinces.”98 The narrative presented in the original 

publication is very different from what is in the translation:  

One of these Banyans, whom I keenly visited [in Oman], had many figures of porcelain 
publicly displayed in his room (...) I have also seen many Banyans in Persia, but not 
observed the degree of freedom they are allowed. Those in Basra can burn their dead 
outside of the city. In other Turkish subdued cities, such as Baghdad, Jeddah and Suez 
have I not found any Banyans.99  
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Three elements to the sentence in the English translation are interesting in comparison to 

what was written in the original document; the fact that there are some Hindus in the 

Ottoman controlled territories, that the Sunnis are not described as austere, which merely 

seems like a side note made by the translator, and that Niebuhr does not consider the 

Hindus a problematic element in society rather, as was relayed in the original, he keenly 

visited one of them. One reason why Heron chose to omit the key elements of the original 

in the translation might be because his audience would find it obscene that the author 

would socialize with Indian merchants rather than seeking the company of fellow 

Europeans.  

Although Niebuhr does not speak highly of the Turks in general, he does 

acknowledge that in many instances they grant religious liberties to non-Muslims, as 

described here in relation to the Hindus in Basra, whom are allowed to burn their dead, as 

is custom in their faith. In another instance, which is omitted in the translation, Niebuhr 

writes a very hard critique of the treatment of Jews in Europe, compared to how they are 

treated in Ottoman cities, in relation to their entrepreneurship:  

In the Turkish towns are many Jews, they support themselves, as other Orientals, with all 
sorts of handcrafts, [they] seem to have more freedom in this, than their brothers in 
Europe, where they are often prevented from the guilds to earn their bread honestly 
through their craft work.100 

While these inclusions and exclusions of passages in the translation can seem minor, the 

sheer amount to which they appear distorts both the image of Niebuhr as an Orientalist by 

assigning him prejudices in moments where he does not expose any judgment against the 

people he observes, and allows for the reproduction of factually incorrect observations.     
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 The usage of drugs and alcohol is an aspect of Near Eastern life that Niebuhr 

describes in detail, perhaps because the customs in the East were so different in this 

regard compared to what Niebuhr knew from home. In the translation what is transmitted 

both in relation to alcohol and the consumption of drugs is generalized and paints a 

negative picture of the Arabs. In the translation Heron writes:  

I never saw the Arabians use opium, like the Turks and the Persians. Instead of taking 
this gratification, they constantly chew Kaad. This is the buds of a certain tree, which are 
brought in small boxes from the hills of Yemen.101 

In the German original Niebuhr does not say that all Arabs chew khat, rather that is 

limited to certain regions of Yemen. He further compares the consumption of khat to that 

of European snuff.102 In relation to the consumption of alcohol, the picture painted in the 

translation is that of a people of hypocrites.  

Although the Musselmans are forbidden the use of all intoxicating liquoirs, yet many of 
them are passionately fond of these, and drink them privately, and at night, in their own 
houses.103 

The passage in the original does not state that many consume alcohol despite the religious 

ban; “Although the Muslims are forbidden the enjoyment of everything that intoxicates 

the senses, one finds sometimes some who are great lovers of the strong drinks.”104  

So far it has been argued that the inclusion of passages that do not appear in the 

German original, but only emerge in the English translation, create a very different 

picture of Niebuhr as an Orientalist, and adds inaccurate information about the people, 

states and culture of the eighteenth century Arabian Peninsula. In the following section of 

this chapter, it will be explored how the problems with the translation have had an impact 

on history writing in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  
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The Reception of Heron’s Translation in Modern Scholarship  

The above analysis of the translation would be irrelevant if the English translation 

had been forgotten, or if the above-mentioned issues with the translation were already 

widely circulated among scholars of the period. Unfortunately, that is not the case as will 

be shown in this section. Several specialists in the study of Carsten Niebuhr have pointed 

out that the English translation is flawed, but the reproduction of errors in the translations 

continue to circulate in modern academia. So far, the critique of the Heron translation has 

not gone farther than pointing out the issues with the text.105 The most detailed criticism 

of the translation and the 1994 Garnet republishing was written by Daniel Martin 

Varisco, in 1995. But even Varisco did not engage in a detailed comparison with the 

German edition, and his call for a new translation did not apparently affect modern 

scholars, as it should have.106  

One reason that a comprehensive comparison has not yet been done, might be that 

scholars who can read the German publications have refrained from looking at the 

translation, since they had access to the original document. Since Heron’s publication of 

the translation in 1792, it has been reprinted twice in the last fifty years by the Library of 

Lebanon in 1968 and by Garnet Education in 1994. In the Garnet Education reprint a 

preface was made by Robin Bidwell that does not inform the reader about the issues with 

the text. He does, however, state like Heron in his preface, that it is an abridged version, 

“but including all the most lively parts.”107 The first part of this section will address how 

twentieth and twenty-first century scholars have referenced the Heron translation in 
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instances where the tone of the translation does not reflect that of Niebuhr. In the second 

part, the focus will be directed at scholarly references to the translation that contradict the 

German edition. 

 The narrative presented in the translation suggests that Niebuhr had a negative 

outlook on the Arab people he was traveling amongst and observing. This discrepancy is 

visible in the much of the history writing referencing the English translation. In Arthur 

Weitzman’s article Voyeurism and Aesthetics in the Turkish Bath he places Niebuhr in 

the larger body of Orientalists who have viewed Oriental women in a degrading light.108 

And in Veiled Half-Truths Judy Mabro quotes the Heron translation:  

The Veil seems to be the most important piece of their dress: their chief care is always to 
hide their face. There have been many instances of women, who, upon being surprised 
naked eagerly covered their faces, without shewing any concern about their other charms. 
The Egyptian peasants never give their daughters shirts till they are eight years of age. 
We often saw little girls running about quite naked, and gazing at us as we passed : None, 
however had her face uncovered; but all wore vails. The veil, so indispensible a piece of 
dress with the female sex, is a long, triangular piece of linen cloth, fixed to the head, and 
falling down before, so as to cover the whole face, except the eyes109 

The passage that appears in the original not only reveals a different tone, but also shows 

that Niebuhr’s assertion is more relative than what is transmitted in the translation:  

No piece of clothing seems for the female Orientals so necessary as the cloth from which 
their face is covered when she is in the present of a male. An Englishman once surprised 
a female who was bathing in the Euphrates by Basra, and she held her hands on the face, 
without concern of what the foreigner might else see. (...) The farmers in Egypt does 
rarely give their daughters a shirt before their 7th or 8th year, but they have a long narrow 
cloth bound [around] on their head, and they let it fall when they are in the presence of 
males. I have myself seen, in Egypt, such a farmergirl, that was completely naked and 
hurried to see us after she had covered her face.110 

While the translation relays the most essential part of the passage, that the veil seems to 

be the primary piece of clothing for Arab females, it is omitted that Niebuhr actually only 
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experienced the perceived abnormality of covering the face before covering the genitalia, 

in one instance. The passage in the translation has a normative tone that does not convey 

that the ‘many examples’ are actually just an anecdote about an English traveler in 

Ottoman Basra. A similar instance appears in Sara Johnsdotter’s article Projected 

Cultural Histories of the Cutting of Female Genitalia. In a paragraph where she is 

referring to the translation, she states that Niebuhr is convinced that the circumcision of 

girls in Egypt was for cleanliness, so it was easier for the female gender to wash 

themselves, however Niebuhr only gives this as a probable cause in the German 

original.111 He further gives a cultural explanation that is omitted in the translation. He 

had heard from an Arab merchant that those in Egypt circumcised women because: “the 

clitoris should not rise. For this Arab thought that the modesty of their women required 

them to suffer at all times.”112 Niebuhr does not make a judgment on whether or not 

female circumcision is rooted in local cultural customs or practices of cleanliness, as the 

translation suggests.  

The translation further suggests that Niebuhr had been allowed to examine a 

circumcised girl himself and made drawings of the girl’s genitalia. But Niebuhr, 

according to his own account, did not partake in such an examination, rather the natural 

scientist Forsskål and the painter Baurenfeind did.113 That it was the natural scientist and 

the painter of the expedition that undertook the examination makes the instance described 

slightly less unnerving as opposed to if it had been the cartographer, Niebuhr, that 

decided to examine a young girl’s genitalia. By writing Forsskål and Baurenfeind out of 
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the story and instead focusing on Niebuhr, Heron manages to keep the focus on the main 

character of his narrative. It makes Heron’s narrative more streamlined that Niebuhr is 

the protagonist and the person that “does all the action” rather than including the 

secondary characters, and thus makes it more readable for his audience. But at the same 

time, when the modern readership is exposed to this story, Niebuhr almost seems 

perverted and less favorable, than if they read his own account.   

 The Heron translation has also been used in modern history writing in instances 

where it is suggested that Niebuhr degrades Islam and the intellect of the Arab people. In 

Beschreibung Niebuhr makes it clear that the Arab educational system is vastly different 

from that in Europe and that the Arabs’ focus on education is, for the most part, centered 

around Qur’anic studies. However, this observed discrepancy for Niebuhr is by no means 

rooted in ability, but instead in a lack of books and good instructions from educators.114 

This information is omitted in the translation.115 Nancy Um concludes that the tales of the 

origin of the city Mocha in Yemen is surrounded by urban myths in reference to Niebuhr 

and many after him.116 This assertion based on the English translation is valid. Heron 

writes:  

[T]he rise of Mokha was attended with many peculiar circumstances, which deserve to be 
mentioned, as they are related by the Arabs; whose account seems to be founded in truth 
although dashed with a little of the marvelous, in the usual taste of the Arabian nation.117 

The statement found in the translation completely contradicts the original. Not only does 

Niebuhr not mention anything about Arab people’s tendencies to exaggerate in the 
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corresponding section in the German original, he actually did not receive information 

about the origin of Mocha from Arabs:  

Because I, in Mocha, more sought the company of Englishmen than Arabs, I have not 
been able know the accurate age of this city. However, it is known, that Mocha is a newer 
city in Tihamah, and probably not older than 400 years.118 

Ironically, it is Heron that “dashes the truth with a little of the marvelous” to make it a 

more interesting read for his audience. The assertion that Arab nations have this tendency 

can be read in relation to his Arabian Tales published the same year where the Arabs are 

ascribed similar attributes.119     

In Rashid Shaz’s In Pursuit of Arabia he utilizes Heron’s translation, as reprinted 

by Pinkerton, in his section on the origin of the Wahhabi movement. As Shaz contends, 

Niebuhr’s knowledge about Ibn Wahhab and his religious ideal is impressive considering 

Niebuhr never stayed among Wahhab’s followers. Shaz quotes Niebuhr as writing; 

“Experience will show, whether a religion, so stripped of every thing that might serve to 

strike the sense can maintain its ground among so rude and ignorant people as the 

Arabs”120 This assertion about the rudeness and ignorance of the Arabs does not appear in 

the corresponding pages of Beschreibung, in fact such speculations of durability are 

largely absent in Niebuhr’s own publications.121 In regard to the negative proclamations 

about the Arabs, that appear in the translation, it is interesting to read what Niebuhr’s son 

Barthold wrote in his short book about his father. In his memory of the stories his father 

used to tell, Barthold wrote that Niebuhr the elder ‘felt the profoundest veneration’ for 
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Muhammad and the first four Caliphs, especially Umar and Ali.122  Barthold further 

states that his father “warmly loved the Arabs”.123  A similar instance of such an assertion 

is referenced in Victoria Clark’s book Yemen; Dancing on the Head of Snakes where she 

relays an anecdote from the Heron translation about the cruelty of the Imam al-Mahdi. 

Here she references the Heron translation in relation to Niebuhr’s estimation of the 

durability of the reign of the ruling Imam: “Niebuhr guessed he would soon be disposed 

and/or murdered.”124 In the English translation this estimation appears, however in the 

German edition Niebuhr leaves the case open ended, only relating that previously 

tyrannical Imams had been disposed for similar conduct.125  

 The usage of the Heron translation of Niebuhr’s first two publications has not 

only raised misconceptions about Niebuhr as an Orientalist, but also brought about the 

reproduction of misinformation in regards to his observations on economies, origins of 

customs and numbers of specific groups of people in different areas of the Arabian 

Peninsula. One of the most reoccurring mistakes in the historiography that references the 

English translation is the misconception that Niebuhr was Danish.126 This misconception 

is probably attributed to Heron’s preface in the first volume where he opens with this 

misunderstanding.127 Like many other statesmen working for the Danish government he 

was German. While this misconception might seem minor, the fact that it is reproduced to 
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the extent that it is illuminates one of the many problems with the usage of the English 

translation.    

In Deborah Manley and Sahar Abdel-Hakim’s book Travelling through Sinai a 

series of flaws from the translation is relayed in regards to the caravan that Niebuhr and 

his travel companions took from Cairo to Suez. The most tangible error transmitted is 

that Heron wrote that their caravan consisted of only forty camels, however Niebuhr 

states that it was four hundred.128 That the caravan was ten times bigger than what Heron 

relays does create a different picture of the trading routes in eighteenth century Egypt. 

The way that the caravan was utilized is telling for how the trading system worked at the 

time Niebuhr visited Egypt. In Travelling through Sinai it is convey that the camels were 

carrying corn and materials for building on their way to Suez.129 When consulting the 

first volume of the German edition of Reisebeschreibung, the reader learns that the 

materials brought from Cairo were for the building of ships.130 Hence, we acquire 

knowledge that suggests that Suez was dependent on wood and other material from the 

area around Cairo for the building of ships that operated in the Red Sea. To secure the 

caravan against highway robbers, some of the ‘sheiks’ were well armed. The passage 

quoted from the Heron translation reads “A few sheiks, indeed, to whom the most of our 

camels belonged, carried complete armour, and rode upon dromedaries. But we could not 

trust them for defence; for no Arab will willingly risk his life to save a Turk.”131 In the 

German edition many questions that arise in the Heron translation are answered:  
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Some sheiks, who had many camels in this caravan, rode on Dromedaries, and were quite 
good with armed lances, sables, and shotguns. But even these we could not leave much 
to; because no Arab would gladly risk his life for the goods of Turkish merchants.132 

Instead of specifying that it was Turkish owned goods that the caravan was traveling with 

and that these sheiks would not risk their life for Turkish goods, the translation suggests 

that the expedition was traveling with Ottoman Turks.  

 In Jane Hathaway’s book A Tale of Two Factions there is a section studying the 

exchange of people between Ottoman Egypt and Yemen. Using the Heron translation she 

is able to establish that expelled Ottoman military personal worked as gunners in 

Yemen.133 While Niebuhr does confirm this assertion in the German original, it also 

becomes clear that they were not the only group of expats working as gunners. The Heron 

translation states that; “The Arabs know not how to manage cannons. In some towns they 

have renegadoes or vagabond Turks for gunners, little less ignorant than themselves.”134 

The corresponding passage in the German edition reads: 

the Arabs do not use cannons in the field, and by the few cannons in their forts they 
usually have ramshackled Turks, or Indian and European renegades, who had rarely shoot 
a cannon in their home countries.135 

Not only does Niebuhr not call the Turkish gunners and the Arabs ignorant, the reader 

also sees that the frequency of Turkish gunners in Yemen might be less than it appears in 

the translation, since also Indian and European deserters were managing the cannons. A 

similar example where omission of information from the German original in the English 

translation creates a disproportionate number is in regards to groups settled on the 

Arabian Peninsula and appears in Reda Bhacker’s Trade and Empire in Muscat and 
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134 Niebuhr, Travels vol. 2, 91.  
135 Niebuhr, Beschreibung, 215. 
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Zanzibar. He relies on the number transmitted by Heron about the amount of Indian 

traders settled in Oman. Heron writes that “no fewer than twelve hundred”136 were settled 

there. Heron further asserts that Muscat has the highest amount of Indians in all of the 

Arabian Peninsula.137 While this might be true, it is not based on the German edition. 

Niebuhr estimates the number of Indians settled in Muscat to be around twelve hundred, 

not “at least twelve hundred”.138  

 Much of the information relayed in Beschreibung is in reference to the hundred 

questions that Michaelis had asked the members of the expedition to answer. There are 

several sections of the book that include detailed elaborations of issues that might seem 

minute. Examples include the lengthy discussion of polygamy and its relation to the 

religious prescriptions of the Jewish notion of Levirate, and the origin of the deadly wind 

Samūm. In instances like these in Beschreibung, Niebuhr is in constant dialogue with the 

questions asked by Michaelis, an aspect totally omitted in the English translation. The 

fact that the references to the hundred questions are absent in the translation reinforces 

some of the misconceptions that appear in modern history writing that use the translation. 

One example of this is shown in Rashid Shaz’s In Pursuit of Arabia while discussing the 

origin of the castration of humans. Shaz states while, referencing the English translation, 

that Niebuhr said that there were no eunuchs in Arabia.139 However, Niebuhr does not 

claim that there were no Eunuchs on the Arabian Peninsula but rather that the Arabian 

Peninsula was not where they were castrated.  

																																																								
136 Reda Bhacker. Trade and Empire in Muscat and Zanzibar: The Roots of British Domination (London: 
Routledge, 1994), 132.  
Niebuhr, Travels vol. 2, 116. 
137 Ibid. 
138 Niebuhr, Beschreibung, 305. 
139 Shaz, In Pursuit of Arabia, 28.  
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Arabia however is probably not the natural origin of castration, as Mr. Michaelis in his 
54th question reckon. For there are none [being castrated], or at least not as many 
castrations as in Italy, because the most of the castrated in Arabia, Egypt and Turkey 
come from the Horn of Africa and Nubia. There numbers seems in general in the Oriental 
countries not so large, as generally believed in Europe. 140 

It is worth noting that Niebuhr estimates that the amount of castrations in Italy is higher 

than on the Arabian Peninsula. By making these kinds of comparisons, the Orient 

becomes demystified, an aspect that would not be favorable for Heron, since he wants to 

draw the attention of his readership that expects entertainment.  

In Yehuda Nini’s The Jews of the Yemen one of the biggest miscalculations from 

the English translation appears. He relays that Niebuhr estimated the income of Imam al-

Mahdi Abbas to be 500,000 thaler.141 While he does not specify if this is monthly or 

yearly it is shown in the Heron translation that it is a monthly income.142 It seems that the 

translator got lost in his calculations. 

By this Jew’s calculation, the revenue of Imam El Mahadi Mahomet amounted to 
830,000 crowns in the month. But the reigning family having lost a number of provinces, 
Kataba, Aden, Abu Arisch, and Taæs, with part of Bellad Anes and Harras, and having 
bestowed the districts of Osah and Mechander in fief, El Mansor’s monthly income was 
thus reduced to 300,000 crowns. The present Imam had recovered some of the 
dismembered territories, and had acquired others which had never before belonged to the 
empire. His revenue might therefore be nearly 500,000 crowns a month.143 

The passage in the German original however reads: 

According to the estimate of this Oraki [Niebuhr’s Jewish informant on the matter] was 
the income of Imam el Mahadi Mohammed initially 83,000 Species Thaler monthly. 
After the time, however, as the regions Kataba, Aden, Abu Arish and Taas when these 
areas were lost (...) so was the income of the Imam El Mansor down to 30,000 Species 
Thaler monthly. But because the now ruling Imam have made some conquests, so is his 
income monthly 40,000 and can thus be calculated to 480,000 Species Thaler annually.144 
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141 Yehuda Nini. The Jews of the Yemen, 1800-1914, (Philadelphia: Chur, 1992), 8.   
142 Niebuhr, Travels vol. 2, 88. 
143 Ibid. 
144 Niebuhr, Beschreibung, 209.  
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Heron most likely translated Speciestaler to crowns. In Travels volume one he wrote a 

note stating that 500,000 crowns was the same as 62,500 L. Sterling.145 Niebuhr also 

concurs that the British merchants called the Speciestaler “German Crowns” hence the 

translation from Speciestaler to ‘Crowns’.146 Regardless of how Heron understood the 

currency that he is transmitting from Niebuhr’s estimate of the income of the Imam in 

Yemen, his calculation is far off. If, as it could be assumed from the two quotations, 

Heron free-handedly converted the Speciestaler to Crowns at the rate 1/10 then he would 

still be miscalculating the income of the Imam as ten thousand Speciestaler monthly. In 

the event that he mistook monthly for yearly, his calculations are off by more than five 

and a half million. Regardless of how Heron attained the number of half a million crowns 

a year, Nini’s number, based on Heron’s calculation, does not reflect the actual number 

related by Niebuhr. Niebuhr does give a very detailed account of the exchange of 

currency in Yemen, however this is completely omitted in the translation.147  Heron’s 

account of the Yemeni economy leaves much to be desired for modern scholars. If they 

had looked at the German text, they would have found Niebuhr had a vastly different 

account. Although Niebuhr’s account of the Yemeni economy should be used with 

caution because of its inhered pitfalls, it does provide a more accurate picture than the 

one produced in the translation for the simple fact that Niebuhr visited Yemen, while 

Heron did not.    

 

 

 

																																																								
145 Niebuhr, Travels vol. 1, 15. 
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Conclusion 

While using travel descriptions of foreign nations as a source for historical 

examinations of specific moments in history has its own inherent biases and problems, 

the repurposing of Niebuhr’s description in the English translation should make 

historians cautious when using it. Niebuhr’s Beschreibung and the two volumes of 

Reisebeschreibung provide historians with valuable information about customs, cultural 

exchange, religious practice, trade and much more in relation to the Arabian Peninsula in 

the second half of the eighteenth century. Furthermore, it allows for the analysis of 

intellectual trends in Northern Europe, perceptions of the “Oriental others” and the ethnic 

and religious tensions in what is now Germany.148 In the English translation several 

massive factual errors appear, as was shown in this chapter, misrepresenting religious 

tolerance, cultural encounters and the economies of the states Niebuhr visited in his six-

year long journey. This makes the usage of the translation problematic because historians 

do not only need to take Niebuhr’s biases and sources into consideration, they cannot be 

sure that what is relayed in the translation is actually what Niebuhr wrote. While 

Niebuhr’s method has, by some historians, been pointed out as being unique to the time 

he was writing in, the English translation is almost completely stripped of information on 

Niebuhr’s sources and his own notes. Even more precarious is the framing of the Arabs 

and Muslims that, as shown in this chapter, ascribes a negative and unfavorable attitude 

to Niebuhr in his view of the people that he lived amongst for more than half a decade.  

Dozens of other examples of contemporary scholarship using the English 

translation to illustrate their points in excavating the history of Arabia and its peoples, 
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could have been included. A new English translation is clearly needed, and will hopeful 

do better justice to Niebuhr’s own work. That does not mean that Heron’s translation is 

not valuable to historians. It offers a glimpse of translation practices in this period, where 

an early academic account of the Orient was adapted for an audience seeking to learn 

more about an exotic world peppered with marvels, savages, veiled nudes, and religious 

hypocrites — a world that in the mirror of their imaginations showed a faint reflection of 

the Scottish Highlands. In 1962, a Danish fictional book, Arabia Felix by Thorkild 

Hansen, about the expedition was published and two years later it was translated into 

English. Today, no serious scholar cites Hansen’s book, but Heron’s translation, in terms 

of historical credibility, is perhaps a closer link to it than to the writing of Niebuhr.  

Making representations of others is something that ought to be done with caution. 

The representation of the “Oriental other” in the English translation does not reflect 

Niebuhr’s own sensitivities. When politicians and scholars make representations of others 

it affects the discursive formation and can change how countries and peoples interact. 

Niebuhr sought to break with a number of prejudices and employed a more relativist 

approach that still is relevant today. Unfortunately, it did not align itself with Heron’s 

repurposing of Niebuhr’s narrative, and became lost in translation. 
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Conclusion 

 The Royal Danish Expedition to Arabia is a great representation of Orientalism in 

the eighteenth century. Proposed by a German scholar who wanted to gain knowledge 

about the Old Testament through an investigation of a people that were presumed to be 

unchanged for more than a millennium, to Denmark a relative small, but colonial power. 

Questions were collected from intellectuals all over Europe, and were based on both 

ancient depictions of Arabs and recent travels to the general vicinity of Yemen.  

The end product was Niebuhr’s 1770s publications in which he proposed a less 

generalized approach to the study of the Orient and despite being popular around Europe, 

his approach was largely ignored by his audience. The tone of the English translation 

written by Heron conformed more to the questions asked by Michaelis and his peers, than 

to Niebuhr’s own writing. It furthermore includes a number of errors and inserted 

passages that still haunt modern scholarship by their continuous reproduction.  

Niebuhr’s impressive work deserves a new translation that can do justice to his 

method and the many fascinating details about the economies, religious movements and 

state institutions Niebuhr described after he returned to Europe. In its current state the 

English intermediary to Niebuhr should be used with extreme caution. It tells a narrative 

that teaches more about Heron than Niebuhr, and less about how Niebuhr saw, described 

and engaged with the Orient. The background and local circumstances of Heron and 

Niebuhr shaped their narratives of the Orient. A similar analysis of other Orientalist 

scholars would probably forge a similar explanation of how their narratives have been 

shaped and changed over time.     
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German, French, and English Orientalism were at the same time strikingly 

similar, and exposed intra-national and local differences that were based on subjects of 

study, styles of writing and political stances. Even on an individual level, intellectuals 

like Herder, exposed ambiguity in regards to writing about Islam and Arabs. Therefore it 

is beneficial for the field of Orientalism to go beyond boxing different types of 

Orientalism into groups based on national circumstance. The cases of Heron and Niebuhr 

facilitated a broader analysis, based on secondary sources, which showed that knowledge 

circulated across borders as much as it did within them.   

 Niebuhr was an Orientalist, but he did not conform to how many other scholars 

described Arabs and Islam. His method of mirroring those he described in European 

practices created a more neutral approach to understanding them. When Napoleon arrived 

in Egypt he had in his possession a map of Cairo, which Niebuhr had produced while he 

was there and was still fulfilling the intended role as mathematician and cartographer.149  

When scholars today seek to excavate information about how many Indian merchants 

settled in Muscat and Mocha, or how the two cities generated income, Niebuhr’s 

description is useful. With Beschreibung von Arabien and Reisebeschreibung nach 

Arabien Niebuhr contributed to the study of the Orient, and was thus an Orientalist. That 

does not mean that he, per definition, conformed to how Orientalism of the eighteenth 

century is generally understood as having undertones that allowed for a depiction of the 

“oriental other” as savage, untrustworthy and uncivilized.  
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Epilogue 
 

While studying history as an undergraduate I did one of my semesters at 

Copenhagen University’s Carsten Niebuhr Institute. Bewildered by why the institute was 

named after a person that meant so little in primary and secondary education in Denmark, 

my curiosity grew. Niebuhr and the expedition’s 250-year anniversary had been 

commemorated in 2011 at the Royal Danish Library, by a large exhibition, and a book of 

international collaboration about the expedition was published a couple of years after in 

2013. During my graduate studies I had been reading through Heron’s English translation 

for a project and I noticed how it deviated from how Niebuhr was depicted in the 

commemorations in 2011. Wondering if this was a result of nationalistic pride, even 

though Niebuhr was German, or because of the poor quality of the translation, I set out to 

find out.  

I hope that the intricacies of the disconnects between Niebuhr’s work and Heron’s 

translation have been described sufficiently for the reader to share my enthusiasm about 

this thesis project. In looking at different sources in the eighteenth century Scottish 

intellectual milieu, one quote is particular illustrative for these intricacies, and deserves to 

be quoted in full. Alfred Owen Aldridge in writing about eighteenth century view on 

polygamy had found both the English and the French translations of Niebuhr’s work:  

Niebuhr is unfortunately somewhat inconsistent. In his Description de l’Arabie he 
maintains that monogamous marriages are more prolific than polygamous, giving the old 
reason of Montesquieu that wives, continually attempting to supplant their rivals, cause 
the premature impotency of the husband, which injures him for the rest of his life. In his 
Travels Through Arabia, on the other hand, he maintains that “polygamy naturally 
multiplies families, till many of their branches sink into the most wretched misery.”150 
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Besides the odd reasoning that it is Niebuhr who is inconsistent, the quotation illustrates 

one of the central themes that have resurfaced throughout the thesis. Heron repurposed 

Niebuhr’s account so that it was relevant for his readership in Britain, best exemplified 

by the comparisons to the Scottish Highlanders, just like the French translator had done 

by drawing on Montesquieu. It is also yet another example of how Heron’s style of 

writing dominates the translation, with inconsistent reasoning.         

This thesis created a narrative that combined European scholarship in the second 

half of the eighteenth century, and in many ways, travel accounts similarly exposes more 

about the travelers and their time than about what they describe. To quote Anthony 

Grafton in describing his finding in New Worlds, Ancient Texts, “it will become clear that 

the Europeans did not see the New World ‘as it really was’ and that most of them did not 

much like what they saw.”151  Niebuhr similarly did not see the Arabian Peninsula as it 

“really was” but he did make a profound effort to do so. After his companions died, 

Niebuhr shifted between acquainting himself with Europeans he meet on his travels and 

native Indians merchants and Arabs. In the preface to his first publication, which is also 

in part a guide for travel in Arabia, he explains how he took the name Abdullah, or in its 

proper form Abd al-Allah, slave or servant of God. Niebuhr not a particularly religious 

man, if we trust his son’s account of him, undoubtedly understood the names literal 

meaning, so why he chose that name, we can only guess. A drawing of Niebuhr in his 

Arab attire is also on display in Beschreibung. Niebuhr had learned that it was easier to 

engage with locals by looking more like them and trying to speak their local dialect, a 

testament to how Niebuhr differed from previous travelers. 
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In the same book by Grafton as quoted above, he relays a passage written by the 

eleventh century Muslim historian Abu al-Rayhan Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Biruni who 

wrote that “we must confess, in order to be just, that a similar depreciation of foreigners 

not only prevail among us and the Hindus, but is common to all nations towards each 

other”152 It is that kind of self-awareness and ability to approach other cultures with 

empathy that makes Niebuhr unique for his time, and has been displayed throughout this 

thesis.                 

 

weil die Araber gemeiniglich als ungesittet, habsüchtig und räuberisch 

beschrieben werden. Ich habe diese Nation nicht so schlimm gefunden. Wir Europäer 

urtheilen oft zu früh über die Sitten fremder Nationen, ehe wir sie recht kennen lernen. 

// 

while the Arabs generally are described as uncivilized, avaricious, and predatory. 

I have not found this nation so bad. We Europeans often judge prematurely the manners 

of foreign nations, before we get to know them.153 
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