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Iran and Persianate civilization represent one of the great literary and historical cultures
of the world. Yet the depth of this contribution is rarely appreciated within the broader
discipline of historical studies and the field of historiography in particular. Trends in
historiography as understood in the West, the method and ideas behind the writing of
history have likewise rarely been applied to Iranian historical writing. Between 10-13th
September 2009, the Institute of Iranian Studies at the University of St Andrews and the
Iran Heritage Foundation convened a conference on Iran and Historiography in
comparative perspective, in an effort to bridge this intellectual gap and to raise questions
about the position of Iranian historiography. The aim was to look at developments in
Iranian historiography in comparative perspective drawing in particular on the Western
tradition and broader developments within historiographical theory.
Consequently the conference began with three keynote presentations looking at broader
aspects of historiographical thought. Professor Michael Bentley explored the ‘view from
the West’ and the impact, and potential impact, of specific forms of Western historical
writing on modern historical writing in Iran. He was followed by Professor Bert Fragner
who examined some of the principal distinctions between Arabic and Persian
historiography in the Classical period, noting the literary style in Persian histories and
their popularity as works of entertainment and edification at various courts. Professor
Chris Lorenz traced the development of comparative historical writing over the last
century, focusing on its role in countering nationalistic interpretations of the past. The
conference then proceeded with panels looking at specific themes and/or chronological
periods. A variety of papers looked at particular texts, the writing of specific historians
and modern interpretations of the past. Professor Robert Bartlett produced a 12th century
European text which included a section on the Parthians, while Professor Pistor-Hatam
analysed the ways in which the history of the Mongol invasions had been presented in
recently-published Iranian academic studies.
Professor Abbas Milani delivered a keynote lecture on the problems of biographical
writing with reference to his current work on Mohammad Reza Shah. Professor Milani
outlined the difficulties of researching a subject which is at once familiar yet remains
opaque and riddled with conspiracy theories. Overall there were over thirty papers
delivered at what proved to be a diverse and intellectually stimulating conference,
drawing together historians and historiographers, Iranists and non-Iranists. A selection of
the papers will be published in an edited volume for the IHF series, ‘Iran and the
Persianate World’, published by I B Tauris.
Ali Ansari (University of St Andrews)
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