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Summary 

The lecture is dedicated to the life, studies, trips and explorations of Alois  Musil, Czech 
explorer, orientalist and writer who is considered to be one of the most famous European 
explorers of the Arabian Peninsula in the 19th century. Musil was born in Rychtá�ov on 
30-th of June�1868 in a family of a poor farmer and was given to study to be priest.. After 
a break he finished the study in 1895 when he took up biblical studies in Olomouc 
University. In June 1895, despite very tough conditions, he was able to prepare and pass a 
doctor degree and he obtained the diploma. Between his trips Musil kept working on his 
publications and lecturing. In 1902 he became professor of theology in Olomouc 
University, in 1909 professor of theology in Vienna University. Then Musil took up bible 
study in a newly opened religious institute in Jerusalem where French Dominicans 
opened their Ecole Biblique. In addition to modern and classical languages he mastered 
35 dialects of Arabic. 

During his studies Musil made some short trips and visited historic sites, which did not 
comply with his aims and aspirations at that early stage. He made trips to Karak region 
and Al-Hasá fortress, and visited the historic sites in Petra and Palmyra. In his second trip 
to the south of Palestine and eastern part of  the Dead See, he managed to make a 
geographical map of Madba Region. And in his expedition in 1897, he found a palace 
called Qusair Amra built in the first half of the eight century with mosaic pictures and 
wall paintings inside. The most surprising though, was the finding of figural drawings, 
originating from the early stages of Islam culture. The most important trip was the one to 
the east of Amman in 1898, where he achieved a lot of discoveries. Musil's exploration 
was a breakthrough into a scientists and explorers. 

Musil made a detailed map containing results from all of his trips and explorations in the 
region during the two years (1896-1898), which was presented to the Royal Austrian 
Geographical Society in Vienna, he also wrote  scientific reports about his explorations in 
the Arabian Peninsula which have a big influence on  the Austrian scientists . 

He made a second expedition to the Arabian Peninsula (March,1898), starting from 
Jerusalem via Beirut and Gaza to Al-Aqaba, and he also, visited Qusair Amra during a 
strong conflict between the two tribes Beni Sakhir and Beni Bin Shaalan. He returned 
back to Vienna after three years of his explorations in the north of the Arabian Peninsula, 
Bilad As-Sam and Palestine. Musil managed to turn attention of orientalists to his 
geographical  and historical explorations made in Arabia. 

Then Musil went on his studies at Cambridge University and Berlin University. In view 
of arising interest in his explorations in Kusejr Amra, Musil was demanded by Royal 
Austrian Society for Arts in Vienna to prepare a scientific expedition to Qusair Amra. His 



first Austrian co-traveller was painter A. L. Mielech from the Academy of military 
geography. 

 During his long stay in north of Arabian Peninsula, Musil managed to collect a lot of 
scientific information, and for that in 1920, the Austrian Academy of Sciences  created  a 
special  scientific committee to make selection of scientific materials that have been  
collected by Musil during his repeated trips to the region. And while that, the Charles 
University tried to get him as a professor , but he was obliged by his scientific work at the 
Austrian Academy of Sciences. He contributed in preparation of a detailed report about 
proper places in Hijaz region to make there vaccination of  pilgrims against  danger 
disease in 1909. 

Between his trips Musil kept working on finalization of his geographical map of the 
region which he called ARABIA DESERTA, but he found out that some important  
ethnographic info  about local tribes are missing what made him go back to the region in 
1902 to collect them to be able to finalize the map, in this trip he was forced to look for 
anybody from the local tribe Beni Beli to assist him. During this trip he faced a lot of  
adventures and troubles, he risked his life, suffered from dangerous oriental diseases, 
hunger, thirst, cold and heat. Nevertheless, he achieved his aim and finished the 
geographic map of the region starting from Gaza and the Dead Sea in the North up to the 
Red Sea and Tabuk in the South, from Al-Arish in the West up to Wadi As-Sirhan in the 
North West of  Saudi Arabia. 

Musil’ s scientific achievements and works raised interest in Britain ,specially geographic 
maps and notices, which made the British Minister of Foreign Affairs to demand from 
Musil  to prepare a detailed report about the Arabian Region. It is important to say that 
results of future Musil’s  trips , who became  famous thanks to his explorations, and his 
detailed reports about nations of the region became to serve to political aims and 
expansive aspirations  of the Austrian – Hungarian Emperors. 

After returning  from his trip to Palmyra and Mesopotamia, which  he was accompanied 
by prince Sixtus Bourbon-Parma, Musil decided to limit his exploration trips to the 
region. He refused to accept offer made by American Harvard University to join it as a 
guest professor for the whole school year, also refused another attempt made by Britain 
in 1913 to convince him to  work and serve British interests. Musil dedicated himself to 
teaching at Vienna University, writing a number articles  about political and economical 
situation in Arabian region to Austrian Monthly EASTERN STUDIES trying to turn 
attention of the Austrian Emperor to investments opportunities in Arabian region and 
launching serious investment projects there. 

In 1914, after the beginning of the I World War,  European scientists and academics had 
not hesitated to give their large experiences to be at a  disposal of  their countries. In that 
time Musil managed a new trip to the North of  the Arabian Peninsula to look for local 
tribes’ support in  revolution against Britain, he took all his political and diplomatic pains 
among local tribes in the North of the Arabian Peninsula to push his country’s interests in 
Arabian region, but all this efforts seemed to be vain in view of events of 1917. 



In 1917, Musil contributed in starting of an ambitious project serving investment and 
economic interests of Austrian-Hungarian Monarchy in Arab region, increasing its 
influence there, and expanding cultural and economic relations between the monarchy 
and Arabian region. Therefore, Musil launched  a new expedition to Palestine and Syria 
in July 1917 to gather all possible information about social, economic and political 
changes have happened in the region in result of the war. This expedition was very 
successful as it met all demanded tasks. 

Finally, the War was over with the monarchy broken , the University in Vienna offered 
Musil to stay and teach but he decided to go to Prague. There he started working in the 
Charles University in 1920  as a professor of Arabic language . 
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