
introduction

It was relatively rare for Europeans in the Middle Ages and
Renaissance to travel to the Middle East, Iran, and India, but a few indi-
viduals who journeyed to these distant regions, different from their own
homelands in language, faith, and customs, wrote accounts that number
among our most valuable historical documents. Without the books of the
thirteenth-century Venetian Marco Polo or his seventeenth-century com-
patriot Pietro della Valle, our knowledge of historic West and South Asia
would be far poorer. Even in the seventeenth century, extended travel out-
side one’s own linguistic and cultural milieu was far from commonplace,
although knowledge gained from travel was increasingly recognized as a
valuable commodity. Travelers such as Sir John Chardin or Jean-Baptiste
Tavernier were primarily merchants trying to expand commercial ties
with Iran and India; they were also keen and critical observers who took
the time to write lengthy and detailed accounts of their travels after they
returned home.1 Emissaries such as English diplomats Sir Thomas Herbert
and Thomas Roe wrote memoirs that recorded their observations and
some of their official dealings,2 whereas members of Christian religious
orders such as the learned Capuchin father Raphaël du Mans in Iran
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1. John Chardin, Voyages en Perse (Amsterdam, 1711), partially translated
into English in Sir John Chardin, Travels in Persia (London, 1927); J.-B.
Tavernier, The Six Voyages of John Baptiste Tavernier . . . through Turkey and
Persia to the Indies (London, 1678).

2. Thomas Herbert, Travels in Persia, ed. William Foster (London:
Argonaut, 1928); Thomas Roe, The Embassy of Sir T. Roe, ed. William Foster
(London: Hakluyt Society, 1922).
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composed careful scholarly accounts, in this particular instance on the
commission of the government of French king Louis XIV.3 Du Mans’s
work was destined for the French government rather than for a wide
public and remained in the French national archives unpublished until the
nineteenth century; other travelers, however, expected that their books,
particularly if such works were illustrated, would earn them royalties.
The literate public in contemporary Europe appears to have had a pro-
nounced interest in the great Islamic monarchies to the east.4 A few indi-
viduals also appear to have traveled solely for personal edification. Pietro
della Valle left Venice in June 1614 on a journey that would take him across
the eastern Mediterranean to the Syrian coast, overland to Iraq, by sea to
the western coast of India, and then back again, although on his return
journey he chose to travel overland through Iran to Baghdad. He spent
some seven years in Iran and did not reach home again until April 1626.
His Viaggi, a voluminous account of his journey written in the form of let-
ters to a learned friend, was published in Italian between 1650 and 1658
and subsequently translated into French, Dutch, and German. Despite its
verbosity, both Goethe and Gibbon praised it.5 It also awakened the inter-
est of Ambrosio Bembo, a young Venetian who decided to broaden his
own knowledge of the world through travel. On August 8, 1671, Bembo
set out on a trip that almost exactly followed della Valle’s route but brought
him home sooner, some three years, eight months, and a week later, on
April 15, 1675.

Not too long after his return, Bembo used notes, drawings, and mem-
ory to compose an account of his travels, but it was never published, despite

2 I n t r o d u c t i o n

3. Raphaël du Mans, Estat de la Perse en 1660 (Paris: Leroux, 1890).
4. For a study of travelers to Iran, see Roger Stevens, “European Visitors to

the Safavid Court,” in Studies on Isfahan, Iranian Studies, ed. R. Holod (Boston:
Society for Iranian Studies, 1974), vol. 7, 421–57.

5. The Viaggi has never been completely translated into English. Della Valle’s
travels in India were published in 1892 by the Hakluyt Society. A highly read-
able account of his travels is Wilfrid Blunt, Pietro’s Pilgrimage (London: James
Barrie, 1953). A recent edition and study of part of his travels is Antonio Inver-
nizzi, ed., “Pietro della Valle,” in Viaggio per l’Oriente (Torino: Edizioni dell’ Orso,
2001). For a presentation of key documents for the study of relations between
Iran and Venice, see Maria Francesca Tiepolo, ed., La Persia e la Repubblica di
Venezia, Mostra di Documenti dell’Archivio de Stato e della Biblioteca Marciana
di Venezia (Tehran: Central Library of the University of Tehran, 1973).
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the fact that it is illustrated with fifty-two line drawings by G. J. Grélot, a
French artist and Bembo’s traveling companion on his return voyage from
Iran to Venice in 1674. As a result, the Travels and Journal through Part of
Asia during about Four Years, Undertaken by Me, Ambrosio Bembo, Venetian
Noble, is a new document of European perceptions of western and south-
ern Asia that is now fortunately emerging from three centuries of obscurity.6

Bembo realized that his journal could not compete with the travel memoirs
of other Venetians such as Marco Polo and della Valle, and he recognized
his own and his journal’s deficiencies with honest humility: “One should
realize, too, that this account might be as boring (if not more so), because
it is less distinguished than others. In addition, my youth and inexperience
did not permit me to weave an ornamented and ordered story of so many
kingdoms and of such great countries. Nevertheless, this diary will be the
truthful account of the voyage.”

Bembo was born on March 10, 1652, in Venice. He belonged to one of
Venice’s most distinguished families and was connected to several other
powerful families. The great Renaissance scholar and cardinal Pietro Bembo
(1470–1547) was the most famous family member, but other Bembos were
also highly placed.7 His uncle Marco, a distinguished military commander,
was Venetian consul in Aleppo, the great commercial center of northern
Syria, and Orazio Bembo was consul in Cairo. His father was Francesco,
and his mother, Caterina, was from the Cornaro family, whose relation had
been queen of Cyprus from 1474 to 1489, when she was advised by a pre-
vious Marco Bembo. Ambrosio was also related to the Morosini family, who
likewise supplied admirals and consuls to the Venetian state. Bembos,
Cornaros, and Morosinis, like other leading families in Venice, were deeply
involved in the politics and commerce of the eastern Mediterranean and
were no strangers to the power and prestige of the Ottoman sultanate, on
whose trade much of their own prosperity depended. Although Ambrosio

I n t r o d u c t i o n 3

6. See Anthony Welch, “Safavi Iran as Seen through Venetian Eyes,” in
Society and Culture in the Early Modern Middle East, Studies on Iran in the
Safavid Period, ed. Andrew Newman (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2003), 97–121; and
Anthony Welch, Shah ‘Abbas and the Arts of Isfahan (New York: Asia Society,
1973), 104, 117.

7. The widely used Bembo typeface bears the family name. It was designed
about 1495 by the celebrated goldsmith and engraver Francesco Griffo for the
Venetian publisher and printer Aldus Manutius.
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Bembo was proud of his family, his Travels and Journal seldom refers to
them. He seems to have been an open and polite young man, conscious of
his social position and its responsibilities but not particularly given to
haughtiness. He speaks only once of his upbringing and education, when,
near the end of his book, he refers to the new Venetian consul in Aleppo,
who succeeded his uncle in 1675: Francesco Foscari, “my friend, fellow stu-
dent, and older companion in the School of the Somaschi Fathers.”8

Otherwise, his aristocratic family and friends are mentioned only in the
final pages, when he carefully lists the people who welcomed him on his
homecoming.

Bembo was enrolled in the Venetian navy when he was very young. At
the age of seventeen he took part in the Venetian republic’s conflict with the
Ottoman sultanate in the last year of the 1648–1669 War of Candia; he was
steersman on a galley, the Fontana d’Oro, in the service of a squadron com-
mander. He was young but evidently anxious to distinguish himself in a
military post of this sort, and his appointment suggests that he was talented
in addition to being well connected. The naval forces were under the com-
mand of Taddeo Morosini, whom he calls “the lord of our house and
Captain of the Navy.” The Venetian army in Crete was led by Francesco
Morosini. During this initial period of service to the republic, Venice
suffered defeat in 1669 when it withdrew its forces from Crete. Ambrosio’s
Morosini relatives continued to assist him during and after his travels. The
Venetian ship Confidenza, captained by Taddeo Morosini, took him on the
first leg of his journey east, and after his return he served under Francesco
Morosini in the republic’s 1686–1687 Peloponnesian campaign. But in 1671,
with the War of Candia behind him, Ambrosio Bembo was clearly bored.
He was too young to enter the Grand Council of Venice, the assembly of
the nobility, and he did not want to wait until he was twenty-five, when he
could assume his rightful place there. When his uncle Marco was appointed
consul in Aleppo, he invited Ambrosio to accompany him, aware of his
nephew’s frustration. They left Venice on August 8, 1671. For Ambrosio it
was the beginning of a voyage far longer than he anticipated, and even
though his introduction to the Travels and Journal glowingly asserts that

4 I n t r o d u c t i o n

8. A charitable religious organization principally dedicated to education, the
Order of the Somaschi Fathers was founded in the sixteenth century by St.
Jerome Edmiliani. Prior to the French Revolution, it operated 119 colleges in
Rome, Lombardy, Venice, and France.
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travel is edifying and broadening, it seems likely that his original intent was
to stay in Aleppo: “The world is a great book, which, when perused atten-
tively, proffers teachings and delights with its variety. True, one must toler-
ate expense, discomfort, and danger, but the effort, if blessed by fortune,
brings its reward. Idleness eats away at all virtue and is the worst compan-
ion for youth.”

Bembo’s  Journey

They arrived in the Levantine port of Tripoli on September 21 and pro-
ceeded to Aleppo, which they reached on October 29. Ambrosio remained
in Aleppo for fifteen months, until January 1673, and studied the city and
its society well enough that his account of these months is a very valuable
source of information about the ancient city. Among the illustrations to
his book are a splendid panorama of Aleppo and a drawing of the city’s
Great Mosque. Bembo provided the names, titles, and responsibilities of
the Ottoman officials, and he obviously found amusing the struggles over
precedence and protocol that occupied the lives of the diplomatic corps.
He paid particular attention to architecture, carefully describing the city’s
gates, walls, doors, bathhouses, and bazaars and reporting that the city had
about three hundred mosques.

But Bembo grew bored once more, and, excited by the stories about
India told him by a visiting Portuguese Franciscan traveling back to Goa,
the capital of Portuguese India, he decided to set out for points farther east.
Well supplied with money, equipment, letters of credit to merchants and to
Capuchin and Carmelite missionaries along the way, Ambrosio left the
security of his uncle’s residence in Aleppo for what he knew would be a dan-
gerous journey. “Thus I courageously left the sight of Aleppo and began my
trip.” He had good reason to be apprehensive.

On January 3, 1673, he set out with a large caravan from Aleppo through
southern Turkey to Diyarbakır. From there, he descended the Tigris on a
river raft, called a kalak, to Baghdad. Bembo, an experienced sailor, was fas-
cinated by its construction. The wooden frame rested on three goatskins
filled with air; it floated effectively, if somewhat precariously, on the fast-
moving river. In Baghdad the raft was taken apart and sold for its wood.
Bembo reported that the famous metropolis of Baghdad had five city gates
and that it took about two and a half hours to walk around the outer walls.
He found the streets to be narrow and dirty but praised the large, solidly
built bazaars. He was also very impressed with the city’s mosques and their
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colorful glazed tiles. He resided at the Capuchin mission, and his reliance
on the Christian orders and their mission houses continued throughout his
trip; in Iraq, Iran, and India he mostly stayed with Capuchins, Augustin-
ians, Theatines, Franciscans, Dominicans, or Carmelites, who were sus-
taining a Catholic presence and laying the groundwork for subsequent
European colonial expansion.

After a few days in the city he hired another river raft to take him south
to Basra on the Persian/Arabian Gulf. He was very impressed with the high
level of commercial activity and with Basra’s diverse population: Arabs,
Turks, Indians, Jews, Armenians, Jacobites, and European merchants
(Italians, French, English, Dutch, and Portuguese) who came to Basra with
spices and jewels from ports in South and Southeast Asia. In Basra he
booked passage on a ship that took him to the port of Bandar-i Kong in
southeastern Iran, where he was able to find another ship that took him to
western India, which he reached in April 1673. With the exception of a brief
visit to Mumbai (Bombay), he spent more than a year in the various
Portuguese colonies on India’s west coast and resided most of the time in
Christian mission houses in Daman, Surat, Mumbai, and Goa.

He was intrigued by the European strongholds in or adjacent to Gujarat,
and he presented an encapsulated history of Gujarat and the great com-
mercial center of Cambai. His source must have been one of the Christian
fathers who knew the 1611–1612 Mir’at Sikandar ibn Muhammad, one of the
key histories of the region. Like della Valle before him, Bembo chose not
to visit the great cities of the Mughal Empire. He was well aware of the mil-
itary struggle between the emperor Awrangzeb and Shivaji, the brilliant
leader of the western India Maratha rebellion against the Mughals; and he
may have concluded that inland travel was unsafe. On May 11 in Daman
he witnessed the arrival of an ambassador from the Mughal emperor, and
on May 12 a rival envoy from Shivaji, the great opponent of Awrangzeb, also
came there. The Portuguese were anxious to keep their distance from the
conflict. So, too, was Bembo, and on May 13 he left for the major com-
mercial entrepôt of Surat, the richest city in India and one of the world’s
most active commercial centers. He was keenly interested in the organiza-
tion of the French, English, and Dutch trading companies and noted that
they maintained large fortified houses for their goods and their citizens. The
city’s diversity fascinated him, and he remarked on people who came from
several European countries, the Middle East, Central Asia, South Asia, and
Africa. He was deeply curious about religious doctrines, and he outlined the
Hindu caste system and described sadhus and their practices. Everywhere in
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the city he saw Parsees: “When the Arabs conquered Iran in the seventh cen-
tury, they fled to India. They worship fire, the sun, and the moon and main-
tain a constantly burning fire.” Elephants he saw for the first time and noted
their importance in daily life and in warfare.

After a brief stay in Bassein, Bembo went to Mumbai, only recently
established by the English East India Company. The port’s size, security, and
beauty impressed him enormously, and he correctly assumed that Mumbai
and the English would soon become a threat to the Portuguese control of
trade with India. After a few days in Mumbai he proceeded to Goa. The
Portuguese colony’s Christian missions were rich and powerful, but, he
noted, the missionaries were conspicuously inattentive to the poverty of the
people and the run-down condition of the city. He stayed in Goa for a num-
ber of months, and his book provides detailed information on customs, pro-
duce, religious sects, and the activities of the Inquisition. Bembo generally
disliked the Portuguese, and he faulted them for racism and intolerance. He
seems to have had no regrets when in February 1674 he sailed back across
the Arabian Sea and the Persian Gulf to Bandar-i Kong, which he reached
on May 19. The trip across the Arabian Sea was overlong and filled with
apprehension about naval attacks from Oman.

Although he knew it would take longer and would be more dangerous,
he chose not to return to Basra by ship but to follow della Valle’s example
and travel overland from Bandar-i Kong in southern Iran to Shiraz and
Isfahan, the capital of the Safavi Empire. His observations on Iran and the
Iranians are among the most interesting and important in his book.

In Shiraz he remarked on the beauty of the principal mosque but
described the appearance of houses and of the main bazaar at greater length:

Most of the bazaars are large, beautiful, and majestic, covered by vaults of
baked bricks. The houses are low, and from the outside they seem to be
poor, because they have earthen walls and no windows along the road. But
inside they are of baked bricks and are similar in structure to those of
Turkey and Europe. In addition, they are decorated and ornamented with
various works in low relief on colored and gilt plaster. The beams, too, are
sculptured and painted with much gold. Some also have the walls covered
with porcelains.

He particularly noted the kilometer-long avenue that extended from the
city center to the Royal Garden (Bagh-i Shah).

One of the traditional centers of Iranian culture, the city had about
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40,000 Muslim households, but Bembo noted that there were also house-
holds of other persuasions, notably Armenians, Jews, Nestorians, and other
Christians. He praised Shirazis for their love of learning and the arts, and
he even commented that their knowledge of the sciences was based upon
ancient authors rather than contemporary ones. The city’s steel mirrors and
glassware pleased him, and he liked Shirazi perfume so much that he took
some back with him to Venice. He also appreciated the good food available
in the city:

Among all the bazaars the best organized was the bazaar of sweets. They
make many of these, and they are of good quality, the equal of our Italian
ones. I walked through the bazaar of foods, where they sell all sorts of
cooked foods. . . . The bread is rather good and white. They make it in large
flat cakes with fennel. The wine is the best in all of Persia. They make a lot
of it. Even the present king drinks a lot of it, although it is strictly forbid-
den to his subjects. All the countries provide themselves with wine for their
armies here. They ship it to India. Thus the French, Dutch, English, and
Portuguese have a license to buy what they need, as well as an agent who
keeps it, and every country has a house where he lives; they keep it well
furnished so that it also serves for the lodging of [members of ] their com-
pany when they happen to be in that city. The Armenian Giovanni Belli had
the commission for the Portuguese. At the proper time he takes the wine to
Kong at his expense in cases of ten flasks, each one of which contains a
pound and a quarter of wine. The superintendent pays him twenty-five
‘abbasi per case. He then sells it for double that price to the fleet, and the
earnings are for him. However, when the Armenian brings him more, the
superintendent is obliged to sell it at fifty ‘abbasi to anyone, and the earn-
ings from that go to the Armenians.

On July 3, after a week and a half, he left Shiraz and traveled north
toward Isfahan with several companions. On the second day they turned off

the Isfahan road to visit the great Achaemenid site of Persepolis, which he
described in detail and which Grélot drew.

In the façade are two stairways to go up, one from the south and one from
the north. They end on a small square level area which is the width of the
same stairs. At that point both stairways continue to climb in the opposite
direction. . . . In the mountain face abutting the plain and in the middle of
the natural crevices there are two structures at some distance from one
another. . . . carved in low relief in the mountain itself, . . . various tombs
that are commonly called the tombs of Darius.

8 I n t r o d u c t i o n
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He also visited the nearby Achaemenid and Sasanian site of Naqsh-i
Rustam.

His journey north from Persepolis was difficult. On July 14 he and his
companions stopped for the day at the mountain town of Yazd-i Khvast:
“because of the narrowness of the place [it] has houses one on top of the
other.” Two days later they reached the extensive ruins of Qumisheh, and
his account is particularly valuable since scarcely any of the ancient city is
extant today:

It was, in effect, a city in ancient times. There are vestiges of many tombs in
the form of towers, where one sees many stone lions. There are also remains
of many bazaars and caravanserais, of which ten still stand. I went to most
of them. . . . I found many kinds of fruit, particularly some very good mel-
ons. I saw many ruins of ancient houses and buildings.

He reached the capital city of Isfahan on July 18 and was immensely
impressed by the appearance and wealth of the metropolis early in the
reign of Shah Sulayman.

I entered a very great plain and saw Isfahan at a distance. It seems rather a
delightful wood because of the multitude of trees that obstruct the view of
the buildings . . . Before entering the city, I passed a large and very long
street, similar to that of Shiraz . . . Along its sides, however, are the walls of
the orchards, and along the road itself many trees are distributed in an
orderly manner. Water flows on both sides and makes that passage delight-
ful. At the end of this street I crossed a bridge that the Europeans called the
Bridge of Shiraz . . . It is all made of fine bricks with twenty-seven small
arches. . . . Above the arches there is a very beautiful cornice of porcelain of
various design in very fine work.

He went immediately to the Carmelite mission, which he described as
“rather comfortable, with a lower cloister with twelve rooms and with a
good dormitory above.” And like other travelers, he referred to Shah ‘Abbas
I’s interest in printed books that the Carmelites tried to encourage: “There
is a room that served as a printing shop. It was unique in those parts and
had been introduced to please the Shah ‘Abbas, who had wanted it. They
gave him a printed book of the Four Gospels and an Arabic alphabet, but
at present the press is all ruined.”

Shortly afterward, he met the affable scholar and Capuchin father
Raphaël du Mans, whom Bembo, like the Isfahanis, admired for his knowl-
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edge of mathematics and of the Persian language. Apparently Bembo did
not know that only fourteen years earlier du Mans had been commissioned
by the French government to undertake an encyclopedic study of Iran, Estat
de la Perse en 1660. In addition to du Mans, there were many other Euro-
peans in the city, among them merchants and artisans. Bembo met some
French goldsmiths and watchmakers working for Shah Sulayman:

They have their shops near the royal palace. They are much esteemed by the
king and well treated. Besides giving them houses and money, he provides
them with monthly provisions of every sort of food of the country. The pro-
visions are very abundant, and he also gives them more for every new piece
of work that they do. They are at liberty to work for other individuals,
whom they charge considerably, when they are not working for the king.

He also met and took an instant dislike to the merchant and diplomat
Jean Chardin, whose manners and deviousness held no appeal for him.
Bembo noted that Chardin was well supplied with cash and had already
published a book on the coronation of Shah Sulayman. Chardin made no
attempt to conceal his maltreatment of G. J. Grélot, a modestly talented
French artist whom he had hired to illustrate his own voyages. Because
Chardin refused to pay him, Grélot was penniless and could not leave his
service and return to Europe. Bembo, who saw the utility of acquiring
both a traveling companion who could cook and an artist who could doc-
ument his journey, offered him a job. Grélot jumped at the chance and
joined Bembo with his drawings and talent, leaving Chardin, who was not
at all pleased. As a result, only seven of Grélot’s drawings illustrate the
Anglo-French traveler’s Voyages, those Chardin presumably held onto after
the artist abandoned him. Bembo’s book contains fifty-one Grélot illustra-
tions, including those printed by Chardin.

Bembo was enormously impressed with Isfahan’s size, diversity, and
architecture.

This city is large in itself and also very big due to the three citadels, or sub-
urbs, that are about a mile from the city and can really be called contiguous
and united, because they continue the gardens of the city itself. . . . Besides
the Persian natives of the city, there are many from subject countries, and
there are 12,000 Indians, partly Muslims and partly Gentiles, all rich mer-
chants. . . . In addition to these, Arabs and Turks from many places are
engaged in business there. Also from Europe there are Muscovites, Poles,
French, English, Portuguese, and Dutch. . . . 

10 I n t r o d u c t i o n
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There are, however, many buildings of good architecture, among which
are the caravanserais, which are many, and three hundred baths and quanti-
ties of bazaars with large stone arches, arranged in good order. . . . Their main
streets are long and beautiful to look at, but the other streets are terrible, since
they are not only narrow but also full of refuse and sewage. . . . 

Another day I went to see the maydan of the Shah . . . This maydan is
the King’s Plaza, and it is the principal one in the whole city. For size and
beauty it surpasses many of the most beautiful in Europe . . . All around,
it is surrounded by a building of equal arches in a double order, one
above the other. The arches of the upper level have very beautiful open-
ings with imaginative ornaments of the same material. The [upper] arches
serve as dwelling places for merchants, and the lower arches as porticoes
under which are bazaars with shops on one side and the other. . . . Near
these porticoes runs a stream of water that surrounds the entire plaza. . . .
About two-thirds of the way along one of the long sides there is a façade
with a gate to the palace of the king, which is not too big in its perime-
ter, being a little more than a mile. . . . On top of the whole construction
there is a very large hall or loggia, open on three sides . . . in it the king
gives public audiences to ambassadors and other people, and he banquets
there publicly. . . . On the other side of the plaza and facing the palace of
the king there is a mosque with dome and façade in fine polychrome
porcelain. At both ends of the Square there is a beautiful fountain, and at
the side that is closest to the palace there is the royal mosque . . . On the
other side there is a large and majestic arch through which one passes to
other bazaars. . . . A very beautiful apartment of the king’s that is called
Bab-i Bulbul is . . . open on three sides with arches and colonnades that
are covered with sheets of Venetian mirrors. . . . The broad road called
Ciahar Bagh ends in a beautiful bridge, commonly called the Bridge of
Julfa.

Bembo described goods, customs, and clothing, and he was fascinated
by the doctrinal differences among the Muslim and Christian populations
of Isfahan. He also provided an abridged history of the Safavi dynasty that
he presumably learned from du Mans.

After more than two months in Isfahan, Bembo, accompanied by Grélot,
joined a large caravan and left the city on September 22, traveling toward
northwestern Iran. On October 7 they stayed in Kangavar and spent a day
wandering around the second- and third-century ruins, which Bembo com-
pared favorably with Persepolis. On October 10 his group lingered at
Bisitun, where Bembo admired the rock relief of Darius’s victory over
Gaumata. Grélot drew the whole pictorial scene as well as a copy of some
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of the trilingual inscriptions. On the following day they reached the great
Sasanian site of Taq-i Bustan. Bembo was fascinated by the friezes cut into
the stone of the two rock grottoes, described them at great length, and
helped Grélot produce five drawings. His detailed account is the earliest
illustrated European record of the artistic remains there.

Bembo and Grélot were able to join a caravan heading toward Hamadan
and Baghdad, and they spent enough time in Baghdad for Grélot to pro-
duce a panoramic view of the city. But they were anxious to get back to
Aleppo. Marco Bembo’s term as consul was all but over, and Ambrosio did
not want to miss the opportunity of traveling home with his uncle. Despite
the very real danger of Bedouin attack, Bembo, Grélot, and a single guide
decided to ride overland from Baghdad, for the most part along the
Euphrates River. They reached Aleppo without incident on November 22,
where they were gratefully welcomed by Marco Bembo. They need not have
proceeded in such haste after all, however, for the new consul had not yet
arrived. Some two months later, once more a member of his uncle’s
entourage, Ambrosio left Aleppo on January 30, 1675. The land and sea
journey, much of which Grélot rendered in drawings, lasted two and a half
months, and they arrived in Venice on April 15, 1674. Bembo changed out
of his Turkish clothes, shaved his beard, and was joyfully welcomed home
by family and friends. He was twenty-three years old and a world traveler
like few others.

Two years later he entered the Grand Council of State and subse-
quently served as a naval officer in the republic’s military campaigns
against the Ottomans. On July 4, 1680, he was appointed commander of
a ship, and in 1683 he was promoted to governor of the Adriatic Sea, with
the primary charge of keeping out the Barbary pirates. In May 1685 he led
a convoy of twenty-two ships to Corfu in support of an army under the
command of his relative Francesco Morosini, and in 1686 he was ap-
pointed commander in Corfu. It was not a happy post, for in April 1687
he had to defend himself against a charge of abuse of power. Ten years
later he was elected superintendent of arms in Venice, and in 1703 super-
intendent of the arsenal. His health may have suffered from these many
naval campaigns, for he died in 1705 at the age of fifty-three. He was
buried in the Church of San Salvador. His journal is the primary source
of information about his life and allows us to glimpse the personality that
supported this distinguished, although not atypical, Venetian aristocratic
career. His passion for archaeology continued after his journey to the
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Middle East and India and was recognized by Bartolomeo Dotti in a son-
net that he dedicated to Bembo.9

The Travels and Journal was composed not long after his return, although
he gives no clear indication of exactly when he wrote down his impressions.
But after leaving Bembo’s service, Grélot traveled to Constantinople and
prepared text and drawings for his own important book on the great city,
Relation nouvelle d’un voyage de Constantinople, published in Paris in 1680.10

In discussing the successes of the Venetians against the Ottomans he offers
some remarks about the Bembo family:

I am the more obliged to make the Relation, as being engag’d in my acknowl-
edgments to those two illustrious Persons to whose kindnesses and company
in my Travels I was so peculiarly bound, as being highly honoured in their
affection. These were the Lords Mark and Ambrose Bembo, both Gentlemen
of Venice, who have always performed great Exploits, and daily add to the
Fame and Splendour of the noble and ancient Family of the Bembos.

The first of these two noble Venetians was General of the Gallies11 of the
Commonwealth of Venice in this Expedition. The second is a young Gentle-
man his Nephew, who at the Age of eighteen years, perceiving that the
leisure of the Republic in Peace could not afford him matter sufficient to
exercise his active Courage, generously quitted the pleasures of a sedentary
Life, and betook himself to five or six years travel over the Eastern World.
And in these perils and dangers he the more readily engag’d himself, to the
end, that upon his return to his Country with mature Age and well-purchas’d
Experience, he might render himself the fitter for such Employments which
the Senate might deem worthy his merit. I had the happiness to meet him
at Hispahan, returning from the Indies, whence I also had the honour to
enjoy his Company all the way into Europe. In pursuance of which Journey,
we came first into Syria to his most illustrious Uncle Mark Bembo’s Resi-
dence, then Embassadour for the Republic, and so at length ariv’d at Venice,
where I was shew’d in the Palace of the Bembos the whole Expedition of the

9. For greater detail on Bembo’s naval career, see Dizionario Biografico degli
Italiani (Rome: Instituto Giovanni Treccani, 1966), vol. 8, 101–2.

10. Published in Dutch in the Netherlands in 1681 and in English (London:
J. Playford) in 1683 under the title A Late Voyage to Constantinople.

11. Galleys.
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Dardanels, set forth in a large piece of Painting, and rarely well done; and so
from those who were there present, I had this account.12

Since Grélot made a drawing (frontispiece) of the Bembo villa for inclu-
sion as a frontispiece to the Travels and Journal,13 it seems reasonable to
assume that Ambrosio composed the book soon after his return in 1675,
while Grélot was still in his service to supply illustrations, even of scenes
and events, such as those in western India, where the artist had not been
present. From his own remarks it seems that Ambrosio reread the Viaggi
of Pietro della Valle before he even started writing his own account, and
he modestly indicated that he was writing for the edification of those who
might some day want to make a similar trip; for that reason he even
appended a detailed expense account so that future travelers would be
aware of how much money and what equipment they would need.
Knowing that other travel memoirs had been published, he probably had
the intention of seeing his own book in print, but he evidently did not
pursue this ambition, even though his family’s wealth and status would
surely have made it easily within his reach. His book remained in manu-
script form, copied in an excellent hand by an unidentified scribe (fig. 1);
some marginal notes, as well as the expense account, in less accomplished
penmanship, were presumably Bembo’s own additions.[Fig. 1 about here.]

There appear to have been two manuscript copies of Bembo’s book. One
passed into the possession of the Gradenigo family in Venice, where it was
studied by Iacopo Morelli, who privately printed some remarks about it in
1820.14 In his remarks Morelli noted that there were two copies of Bembo’s
manuscript, the one that he examined, which belonged to Joseph Gradenigo,

14 I n t r o d u c t i o n

12. A Late Voyage, 11–12.
13. The Palladian mansion sits at the end of a formal garden. On the left is

shown the Bembo family arms with the words Redolent Iustitiae Fructus and on
the right a group of military trophies with the words Gratitudinis Aeternae
Monumentum Ponebat G. I. Grélot.

14. Iacopo Morelli, Operette ora insieme raccolte con opuscoli di antichi scrit-
tori (Venice: Alvisopoli, 1820), vol. 2, 85–123. Morelli published some passages
from the manuscript that related to the pre-Islamic Iranian antiquities of
Bisitun and Kermanshah. For a brief discussion of Morelli’s remarks on
Bembo’s book, see Maria Francesca Tiepolo, La Persia e la Repubblica di
Venezia, no. 134, 59. The Gradenigo copy of Bembo’s book is referred to in the 
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and a second, apparently abridged, version in the possession of Abbé
Celotti. The Gradenigo manuscript with its fifty-two line drawings was
examined by M. A. Langlès, whose praise in a letter addressed to the abbé
is now bound with the volume. Langlès regretted that he had not been able

Figure 1. Folio 1 of text.

entry on Ambrosio Bembo in the Enciclopedia Italiana (Rome: Instituto
Giovanni Treccani, 1930) and is clearly to be identified with our volume.
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