"THE ARABIAN VOYAGE 1761-67"' AND MALT
SSKAL AND HIS CONTRIBUTION TO THE
DY OF LOCAL NATURAL HISTORY.

George Zammit Maempel

Forsskal

The study of natural history in the eighteenth century was confined mainly
to a small number of rich travellers or to a few particularly dedicated
naturalists. These generally joined a formal expedition to map, survey,
collect and study wildlife or any of the other branches of natural history.
The renowned Sw h naturalist Pehr Forsskal, better known by the
Latinized form of his name as Petrus Forsskil (1732-63), belonged (o the
latter category of travelling naturalists. As he provided Malta with the
earliest known list of its fossils and described a new species of fossil
echinoid, he is considered to have been one of the Pioneers of Maltese
Geology.! In addition, by providing the first list of the fish found in
Maltese waters and a short list of local wild plants, he has also
distinguished himself as being one of the founders of the study of other
ficlds of local Natural History.

Forsskal (Plate 1) was a young man of eminently scientific genius and at
, he enrolled himself at the University of Uppsala o study

Theology ¢ the nme of his enrolment at this high seat of learning,

Forsskal had already carried out a series of investigations on coral reefs. He
had discovered that the source of the calcareous material composing coral
was the sea water surrounding it, and that the agent responsible for
separating the soluble calcium Salts from sea water, and for building up
from them the calcareous coral structure, a small polyp. This was
allied to the sea-anemone, but distinguished from it by its characteristic
habit of growing in colonies and of building calcareous skeletal supports
for its soft parts.*
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Plate 1. Pehr Forsskdl's portrait (1760), Salnecke Castle, Uppland,
Sweden. (Courtesy: Stig. T. Rasmussen, The Royal Library, Oriental
Department, Copenhagen. Photo No. 159714).
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Petrus Forsskél, a renowned naturalist as well as an active "freedom
fighter", was born in Helsingfors, Sweden (now Helsinki, capital of
Finland, but at the time under Swedish rule) on 11 January 1732 and died
of the plague at Jerim, Arabia, on 11 June 1763. He was the son of a
clergyman and had two brothers and seven sisters. As his father could not
financially maintain three sons at the University, Pehr was withdrawn from
that Institution and continued his study of Latin, Greek, Philosophy and
Theology under his father's guidance. His "particularly fine learning”,
however, earned him a five year scholarship at the University of Uppsala
and two more years at any foreign University of his choice. Forsskal opted
for the University of Gottingen, Germany, where he commenced reading
Theology, Philology and Oriental Philosophy on 13 October 1753, under
that most distinguished , then 36 year old, German theologian and
orientalist, Professor Johann David Michaelis. He studied Botany and
Natural History under Linnacus, whom he is said to have absolutely
"adored”.

Forsskil soon abandoned his idea of entering the Church. In 1756 he
graduated with a dissertation, "Dubia de principiis philosophiae recentioris"
(Plate 2), wherein he criticised Wolffianism - the most popular
philosophical doctrine of his time. That same year he had the unique
distinction of being elected, at the very young age of 24, a "Corresponding
Member" of the German Academy of Science. Petrus Forsskal was, by
now, a very distinguished personality. This notwithstanding, however, the
University of Géttingen refused to publish his second controversial
dissertation "Thoughts on Civil Liberty" (written partly in Latin and partly
in Swedish). In it Forsskdl maintained that the individual should enjoy
unlimited freedom of expression and the Government only a limited power
to censor him - and not the other way round, as was happening in Sweden
at the time. For expressing these ideas he was severely reprimanded by the
authorities. Instead of abandoning his convictions, however, Forsskal
obstinately stuck to his principles and on 23 November 1759, he had his
Civil Rights book, Tanker om borgerliga friheten (Thoughts on Civil
Liberty), published at his own expense by Salvius of Uppsala.? The

3 Encyclopaedia Britannica Vol. 9, (Chicago, London, Toronto, 1947), pp. 520
"Forsskal, Peter”. A Swedish translation of his original French edition (1759) was
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Plate 3. Portrait painting of turbaned Carsten Niebuhr ar about the

age when he visited Malta. It was executed by Hans Hansen (1769-1828) in

GOETTINGAE the 1820's. It is based on the 1774 etching by the German J. F. Clemens

APVD ELIAM LVZAC (Stettin 1749 - Copenhagen 1831) and belongs to a series of paintings of

famous men commissioned for Frederiksborg Castle.(Courtesy: Det
Nationalhistoriske Museum, Frederiksborg). Explorer's signature {Courtesy:
Pfr. Gosch Maller, Niebuhr-Archiv, Meldory).

Plate 2. Title page of Pehr Forsskdl's dissertation presented Géttingen
1756.

entire print-run of 500 copies was distributed among his students that same

afternoon. As the State Administrative Authorities and Censors of Sweden

published in Stockholm in 1792: Tanker om borgerliga friheten; in 1970, T. Steinby, considered the ideas of freedom divulged in Forsskal's book heretical and

published Peter Forsskdl och Tankar om Friheten. (Peter Forsskdl's Thoughts on Civil | . i
liberty). Helsingfors: Hufvudstadsbladet. This book is said to give a good account of intolerable, they not only forced him to leave the country but also made an

Forsskil's life, with portraits).
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unsuccessful attempt to round up the distributed copies. The 79 books
which they managed to retrieve were duly burnt.

In his fight for individual freedom of expression and of the Press, the
headstrong and confident Forsskal had lost a battle, but not the war, for in
less than twelve months (1760), the Swedish Parliament set up a
Committee to consider the question of censorship and, six years later,
abolished it completely. By then, however, Forsskil had been dead three
years and did not see the fruition of his revolutionary ideas, for which he
had paid so dearly.

"The Arabian voyage 1761-67"

Shortly after being exiled, Forsskél received help from various influential
persons including his compatriot and eminent naturalist, Linnaeus, who
recommended his favourite former scholar to King Frederick V of Denmark.
Linnaeus was later very influential in oblaining for him an early
nomination as Professor at the Copenhagen University. In 1760, the
eminent theologian and orientalist, Professor Johann David Michaelis -
Forsskal's former lecturer at the University of Gottingen, and mastermind
of the Danish Government's Expedition for the scientific exploration of
Egypt, Arabia and Syria - recommended him to J.H.E. Bernstorff, the
Danish Foreign Minister.® On the basis of these recommendations,
Forsskil was invited to join the first scientific expedition to the orient as a
naturalist. A notice to this effect appeared in the Svenska Mercurius (The
Swedish Mercury), informing the general public that:

"Herr Magister Petr. Forsskal has been invited by His Majesty the
King of Denmark to accompany, as Natural Historian, a scholarly

4 A.G. Moltke, The Lord High Steward, was also behind the practical organisation of
the Expedition.
Anon, in: Encyclopaedia Britannica, vol. 9, p. 520 (Forsskal, Peter); vol. 16, p. 430
(Niebuhr, Karsten); Pers. comm. Pfr. Gosch Méller, 19/2/92; Augusto Beguinot:
Treves-Treccani-Tuniminelli (Eds.) Enciclopedia ltaliana di Scienze, Lettere € Arti,
11? Edizione: Istituto G. Treccani, (1932: 725 ("Forsskil, Petrus”): Joh. Gottlieh Buhle,
Johann David Michaelis: Literarischer Briefwechsel, {(Correspondence), pi. 2.
(Leipzig, 1795) Carsten Niebuhr, Recueil de Questiones proposees a Une Societé de
Savants, qui par Ordre de sa Majesté Danoise font le Voyage de l'Arabie, par
Monsieur MICHAELIS. Traduit de 'Allemand. 4 vols. (1774-80). 4to. pp.xlii, 372,
(x11), Xiv, 409; xvi, 389; xivi, 256, (xvi), 38. pls. and maps.
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expedition set up with the financial support of His Majesty to
journey to the East Indies (?) and the Levant, whereby in addition to
the many advantages he will enjoy, he is to have the title and
honours of a Professor. This is irrefutable evidence of Herr
Professor's merit. He combines a profound knowledge of natural
history with philology and Oriental languages, so that scholarship
will gain doubly from his expedition” 3

Forsskal was well aware of his academic capabilities and accepted the offer
on his own terms, requesting not only a high salary (commencing from
1759, the year of his acceptance) and a pension for life after his return, but
also the right to enjoy that pension in any country of his own choice. He
did not want to spend the rest of his life in a country (like Sweden and
Denmark) where freedom of expression was restricted. In addition, he
requested also that all members of the Expedition be of equal rank. This
latter condition was imposed, not so much 1o protect democratic principles
as to safeguard his personal liberty during the Expedition. The members
composing this ill-fated first scientific mission to explore Egypt, Arabia
and Syria, officially known as "The Arabian Voyage 1761-67" were: the
cunning, but indolent, Danish Professor Friedrich Christopher von
HAVEN (1727-63) - the original chosen leader of the Expedition - as
philologist and ethnologist; the German-born mathematician surveyor and
astronomer Carsten NIEBUHR (1733-1815), as actual leader (Plate 3) the
German Georg Wilhelm BAURENFEIND (1728-63) as artist and engraver;
the newly-graduated Danish physician Christian Carl KRAMER (1732-64)
as surgeon, the Swedish hussar BERGGREN as handyman and servant and
the Swedish Petrus FORSSKAL (1732-63) as naturalist ("Physicus &
Botanicus").® Not only were they an ill-assorted band (2 Danes, 2 Germans,
2 Swedes), but they jealously disliked and distrusted each other.

5 See also Thorkild Hansen, Der lykkelige Arabien, En dansk expedition 1761-1767.
(Gyldendalske Boghandel, Copenhagen, 1962), 381 pp. English translation by James
and Kathleen Mc Farlane, Arabia Felix. The Danish Expedition of 1761-1767. Wm.
Collins, (St James Place, London, 1964) 381 pp. (p. 29)

6 Hertha Kirketerp-Mdéller (1970:153) “Fra Kobenhaven ul Konstantnopel 1761.Pa
grundlag af F.C. von Haven dighog" Fund og Forskning (Royal Library, Copenhagen
XVII (1970), pp. 79-94 (with a facsimile). English summary: From Copenhagen to
Constantinople 1761. On the basis of F. C. von Haven's Diary, 153-154.
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They boarded the Royal Danish Navy "Orlog-Skip" Grinland, in
preparation for departure, on 4 January 1761, but their ship weighed anchor
and set sail for the Mediterranean a week later, on 10 January.” The general
public came to know of their departure two days later when the front page
of the Kiobenhavnske Danske Posttindende (Copenhagen Post) of 12
January 1761 published the following information,

His Majesty strives ceaselessly for the advancement of scientific
knowledge and for the promotion of the welfare of his people.
Despite the many commitments of the Government during the
present hard times, a few days ago, (His Majesty) despatched (to the
Orient) a group of scholars on board the Grdnland, They will travel
by way of the Mediterranean to Constantinople, and thence through
Egypt to Arabia Felix, subsequently returning to Europe via Syria.
On all occasions they will seek to make new discoveries and
observations in the interest of scholarship and to collect and
despatch (to Denmark) valuable Oriental manuscripts, as well as
other specimens and rarities of the East.

Alter listing the names and occupation of the participants, the document

adds that:

These men will remain in the Orient for several years, and as they
have already spent several years careful preparing themselves for this
undertaking. it can be confidently expected that their industry and
abilities will, with God's help, achieve bencficial results
contributing both to the advancement of knowledge in general and 1o
the more accurate interpretation of the Holy Scripture in particular,
The official notice of the departure of the expedition reveals that, besides
the scientific goal, there was also a religious implication. The enterprise
was undertaken not solely to study the culture of the Arabs by recording

7 There are no known illustrations of the Gronland, but the still existing shipwrights'
plans showing the decorations of bow and stern are reproduced by Thorkild Hansen
(1962, 1964 : 60).

The log of the Gronland is at the Marines Bibliotek, Copenhagen. It is written in old
Danish. The Malta call is recorded in entries 15 - 23 June 1761 and that on the return
journey in entries 8 - 14 January 1762. 1 am grateful to Mr Sven S¢rensen for

providing photocopy and translation of these log entries.
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their customs, habits and architecture and to collect and despatch (to
Denmark) valuable oriental manuscripts and other specimens and rarities of
the East, but also, and mainly, to explore the geography, fauna and flora of
Arabia. It was thought that this latter study would promote a more accurate
interpretation of the Scripture by clarifying some sections in the Bible
relating to this country.

The "Arabian Voyage" was beset with misfortunes from the very start for,
on account of unusually heavy storms, the ship could not negotiate the
dangerous Kattegat-Skagerak straits and after many manoeuvres, it had to
return to Helsingtr (Elsinore). As the storms lasted several weeks, the
entry into the North Sea and the real beginning of the Expedition was
delayed until 10 March 1761. The Gronland passed by the Shetland Islands
and Iceland then steered southwards towards Gibraltar, entering the
Mediterranean and anchoring near Marseilles (13 May). Meanwhile, on
account of the various difficulties and problems prior to their departure, the
expedition members with the exception of Niebuhr, requested (and obtained)
the Danish Government's permission to go to Constantinople by land. It is
known from von Haven's diary that he left the Grdnland on 17 February
1761 and wravelled overland to Marseilles. Nothing is known about the
journey of the other members of the expedition except that they were re-
united at Marseilles and visited near-by "Estac" on 28 May. Their next stop
was Malta (June 14-20), followed by stops at some of the Greek Islands
and more on the mainland (25 June). From Smyma, the Grdnland is said o
have taken the expedition team to the Island of "Bozcaada” reaching
Constantinople on 30 July.®

The Grinland, accompanied by three other vessels, sailed into Malta's
Grand Harbour on 14 June 1761.7 Records in the Library of the Royal
Danish Navy, reveal that the three accompanying ships were not supply
vessels for the Expedition, but the Danish merchant ships Den Flyvende
Engel (The Flying Angel), De Providentia and Helena et Catharina that
were being escorted by their country's warship from Marseilles 1o Smyma.
The artist Baurenfeind prepared a sketch (later engraved by LE. Clemens and
reproduced by T. Hansen (1964:69), showing the entrance of the Gronland

8 Pers. comm. Pfr. Gosch Maller
] See C. Niebuhr, Reisebeschreibung, vol. 1 (1775). Niebuhr records the date on p. 13
and the nationality of the ships on p. 15.
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into Marseilles harbour with the three small Danish ships waiting at
anchor in port ready to be escorted to their destination.® In the foreground
of this sketch, the artist pictured himself and a well-dressed gentleman
(ForsskAl) bending to examine a plant growing on a rock overlooking the
harbour.
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Plate 4. Title page of ForsskdTs album (8vo) with specimen
"signature”. (Courtesy: The Royal Library. Department of Manuscripts.
Copenhagen).

Forsskal's album and diary

As was customary in the eighteenth century. ForsskAl kept a book -
generally called "Album™ - in which he recorded the names and happenings
of the prominent men he came in touch with. He started keeping these
records in 1756, when he was in Gdtlingen, near Hanover, Germany (Plate
4). At the Manuscript Department of the Del Kongelige Bibliotck in

10 For a short account of the Expedition") artist, see Leo Swum 1. F. Clemens
(Copenhagen. 1929).
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Copenhagen there arc two albums of Peter ForsskAl. Unfortunately,
however, neither contains entries from his visit to Malta in 1761.'%
Throughout the journey to Arabia. ForsskAl kept also a log-book, written
in Swedish. For almost 200 years, this diary was thought lost, then it
reappeared in a chancellery copy in the University Library in Kiel.
Germany.'- The newly-found manuscript, however, is not in Forsskal's
hand and therefore could not have been his field diary. It is probably ™"an
edited summary report of the expedition until ForsskAl'sdeath™.*® In 1950,
the "diary™ was published in its original Swedish language as Resa Till
Lyckiige Arabien. Petrus ForsskdTs Dagbok 1761-1767. by A. Hj.
UGGLA, with annotations by the Swedish Linncan Society (Plate 5). The
book contains a copy of the fine portrait painting of Petrus Forsskal.
commissioned by himself just before his departure, and now kepi at
Sahiecke Castle. Uppland in Sweden (PIl.l1). The Swedish naturalist's stay
in Malta and his observations on Maltese life arc described on pp. 19-27 of
this edition.**

Arrival and stay in Malta

From this diary it is evident that the Expedition's journey lo Malta was not
uneventful, for on more than one occasion Captain Lorens Hcnrich Fiskcr
of the Gronland had to prepare for battle against threatening foreign ships.
I he last threat came from a British warship that on 6 June 1761 was
refused permission to inspect the merchant vessels in the Danish convoy.
During this latter episode, when sailors were scurrying on deck preparing
for action, the young astronomer Carsten Niebuhr was busily engaged in

n Pers. comm. Pallc Ringsled. Manuscript Department. Royal Library, Copenhagen,

31.8.92
12 Pers. comm. Sltg T. Kasmusscn, Royal Library, Copenhagen 1) Dec. 1991,
13 /. Yaron. T. Schiotle. G. Wium-Andersen G. 1986. "A review of molluscan laxa

described by P. Forsskal and C Niebuhr with citation of original descriptions,
discussion of type-material available and selection of some ledolypcs™. Slernslrupia
12 (10) (1986) 157-200 (p. 162) Zoological Museum. University of Copenhagen. 31
Dec.  1986.

14  Resa Tilt Lyckiige Arabien. Peirus  Forsskals Daghok ~ 1761-1763. Med an mar kin in gar
utgiven av Svenska I-inni-Sallskapet (=Joumey to Arabia Felix. Peirus Forsskll's
Diary' 1761-63. With annotations by lhe Swedish Linncan Society). (Almqvist A
Wiksells Uppsala. 1950:19. See also: T. Hansen (1962 and 1964 : 75-76). (Malta
University Library: (1964). DS. 206/ Melitensia. H233d. PB. 4. b.)



