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Nowadays art museums indulge in public relations so extravagantly that it is disarming to come upon an exhibition equal to all the superlatives. 

But "Art of the Persian Courts: Selections from the Art and History Trust," at the David and Alfred Smart Museum of Art, is just such an exhibition. 

Its 120 examples of calligraphy, manuscript illustration and illumination are really from one of the world's finest collections, and they present so dazzling an overview of Persian art that viewers would be hard-pressed to find a comparably enriching experience. 

Pure and simple, this is one of the most important exhibitions ever to come to the Smart, and though many of its works are small and especially demanding, the show deserves the widest possible audience. 

For in addition to the importance of the pieces, the exhibition presents many that are incomparably beautiful. In fact, the last time the Smart had an exhibition of such pronounced beauty was back in the 1970s, when it showed a range of decorative objects from turn-of-the-century Vienna. 

Here we have a tighter focus, emphasizing the book arts of calligraphy and illumination. But no one need fear that the material is primarily for specialists. The exhibition will have appeal for anyone interested in visual refinement, cultural development or political history. 

Persian art shows that combination more clearly than art from other countries because of the singular way the people adapted to their conquerors, taking alien cultures into their own to create different, more dynamic civilizations that still were Persian at the core. 

This happened with the Greeks in the 4th Century B.C., the Arabs in the 7th Century and the Mongols in the 13th Century. Each had dominion over Persia and contributed to her art. But no matter how great the contribution, Persian art retained its primary characteristic of presenting idealizations instead of representing reality. 

Calligraphy and painting were the central modes of Persian expression, one to communicate the word of God, the other to elaborate deeds of the king and his court. 

The process by which Persian calligraphy adopted and refined Arabic script, passing it to subsequent generations as a native development, was roughly the same process found in painting, which borrowed motifs from other cultures until the early 15th Century when a sophisticated Persian style fully matured. 

Viewers of the exhibition may watch the style develop from the time of Teymur, the Mongol who ordered production of the world's largest and most majestic Koran, to the court of Soltan Hosayn Mirza Bayquara, where detail painting in manuscripts attained its greatest refinement. 

Along the way grew the idea that the creation of a library-atelier was an obligatory act of kingship. And from the 13th Century forward, the major enterprise of such places was the production of a Shahname or Book of Kings, collecting the epics and tales of legendary Persian heroes. 

It is a measure of the excellence of the show to find four pages from the most splendid Shahname of all, the one created at the command of Shah Tamash over a period of 20 years in the early 16th Century, as well as pages from Teymur's six-by-four-foot Koran and a magnificent agate cup that appears in a famous depiction of the harem of Soltan Hosayn. 

The exhibition includes several subjects unusual in Persian art. 

Some are topical and without precedent, such as the coronation of Soltan Hosayn and the building of a protecting wall by Alexander the Great. Others are more general, depicting a funeral or artists working. 

The most famous artists in Persian painting-Behzad, Shah-Mozaffar, Mirak-e Naqqash, Soltan-Mohammad, Mohhamadi, Reza-e Abbasi-all are represented, as are several calligraphers, including the great Mir Emad, who created the script used almost exclusively down to our own day for Persian literature. Among the high points of the exhibition are pieces on which Reza and Mir collaborated. 

Unlike the other artists on show, Reza was less known for his manuscripts than for works done on his own initiative, depicting single figures who were usually drunken youths or dervishes. Many artists imitated these uncommonly lively pieces, and they introduced an important new style to Persian painting. 

Thereafter, the exhibition explores the impact of Persian culture on painting in Mughal India and the confrontation between Persian art and such Western European conventions as naturalism and three-dimensional representation. 

In relation to what has come before, the works showing European influence are not particularly memorable, except for a strange watercolor of lovers kissing under an oversize branch and a gigantic butterfly. The painting, by an obscure 17th Century artist named Bahram-e Sofrekesh, is restrained in execution but suggests the otherworldliness of a fever dream or hallucination. 

It certainly is more fetching than the large 18th Century paintings on canvas that are imperial portraits seeking to establish a middle ground between the flatness of Persian manuscript painting and the Western tradition of a figure situated in deep space. These, too, are otherworldly, though not in positive ways. 

All of the works on show are reproduced in color in an exceptionally well written catalog (Rizzoli, $75 hardcover, $45 paperback) that stands somewhat apart from books of this kind. Readers need no knowledge of Persian art in order to comprehend the text, which conveys a great deal of information through several brief essays followed by individual entries on pieces in the exhibition. 

The combination provides what is, in effect, a detailed history of Persian art that points out instances of humor or charm while placing the work in relation to others of its time, and, in turn, measuring all of them against more masterpieces known to the authors but not in the present collection. 

Viewers of blockbuster exhibitions often plan to see the shows more than once, and that is the recommended course here, as the pieces require a high level of concentration, which is at once fulfilling and tiring. 

Still, no exhibition in town better repays such focus, and anyone who gives it will be likely to include the show on a select list of favorites when one starts thinking of them at the turn of the year. 

---------- 

Organized by the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, "Art of the Persian Courts: Selections from the Art and History Trust" is on the final stop of its U.S. tour, at the David and Alfred Smart Museum of Art, 5550 S. Greenwood Ave., through April 18. 


