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ART REVIEW _ -

A ‘Persian’

By WILLIAM WILSON

TIMES ART CRITIC

ran, these days, is not -the
* Western wuorld's favorite
country. But present enmity
. is little more than a momentary
mood- in the history of a place
, where cultural memory stretches
back 3,000 years. Localed on a
rich,-ancient trade route attrac-
tive to human predators, Iran
remembers when it was expanded
into the Persian empire by Cyrus
the Great in 550 BC, avercome by
Alexander the Great {n 333 BC,
vanquished by Muslim Arabs in
637, and overrun by the brutal
Mongol hordes of Genghis Khan
who took power in 1267.

That is where the Lthread of
Ltime is plucked up and carried to
the 19th Century in the County
Museum of Art's latest exhibition,
MArt of the Persian Courts,”
opening today. Organized by
LACMA, it conslsts of some 125
works drawn mainly from the
exguigite, sumptuous illustrated
books that were the central ex-
pressive vehicle for Persian art.
The form was preferred for cen-

turies because, although Persian

rulers built -sumpluous palaces
they were often on military cam-
paign living in tents. Small, elab-

orate books fed their spiritual,-

lHterary and artistic longings.

The present exhibition comes
from the Art and History Trust,
Liechtenstein, a trove put to-
gether aver the past 20 years hy

An illuminated sheet from the Book of Ki

~colleclor A. Soudevar to further
understanding of the richness of
Persian culture. LACMA curatar
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pmas Kren, speciallst in the
eld, saya it is the finest and likely
¢ last thing of its kind in private
ands.
. Viewers inclined to find all that a
jil remote, specialized and scholar-
will be pleazantly startled Lo find
oir” oplical nerves Tuxuriously
ckled by lluminated sheets from
neient texis llke the traditional
eple the Shahnama—tlhe Book of
ings. Pages drawn lrom a glant
oran that belenged lo Tamerlane
re so large they can be deciphered
m the top of the Ahmanson
Gallery atrium—if, of course you
read Arabie. |
' Most works are tiny. “Persian® |s
virtually synonymous with “min-
lature.” Words are rendered in
pier-like calligraphy, borders
k like kaleidoscopic clolsonnd,
ages are sweet, stylized and
aguely immature, like the work of
i strangely sophisticaled child liv-
Ing oul a princeling’s fantasy.
¢ Royal personages depicted are
flways ferociously handsome with
ctascading black beards, broad
shoulders and tiny waists. It's
downrighl weird 1o see a 19th-
Century portrait of Fath-Ali Sheh
ik'mu in a near life-size European
ormal—one of the only giant min-
iglures in existence. For all its
dignified macho, the subject matler
remarkably chaste. There are
gons, murders, miracles, hunts
and banquets but no imsge of
fomantic dalllance Lurns up until a
lale, rather surreal *"Two Lovers "
It it 80 rare as to he thought unique.
Persian style pops up in modern
Western imagery with some regu-
Lhritjr. In the 508, the Scandinavian
esigner Bjorn Windblad uzed L 1o
project an auwra of innocent and
decoralive theatricality. More re-
cently, the Nalian Francesco Cle-
mente employed elements of the
Persian to perverse effecL.
: If all that sounds excessively
aesthetie 1o some viewers, the fal,

informative, copiously illustrated
400-plus page catalogue links art
back to history's endless paradox.
Today, Iran's ayatollahs appear
obdurately rigid in rejection of
cutside influence. Historically,
Persian culture was the opposite.
Dynastie invasion didn’t stop with
Genghis Khan. New rulers invari-
ably adopted prestigions Persian
traditions and language to gain

- legitimacy. Persia had cultural
- clout, a8 France did in the Euro-
- American sphere,

surping rulers pretended to be

dedicated followers of the dic-
lates of the Koran, which forbids
graven imagery and the drinking
of alcohol, In the privacy of their
royal quarters, the ruling entou-
rnﬁe enjoyed thﬁ:; ilﬂmmd hmﬂE
and regarded a fine wine g8
ultimate symbaol of kingnhcilﬁ'l'l'lm
is a prime example in agate on
view. It belonged to the last of the
rulers in Tamerlane's dynasly. An
accompanying poem celebrates red
wine as “molten rubies.”

Peralan culture accepted rather
than resisted foreign concepls,
weaving Chinese, Turkish, Indian
and finally European ideas into the
pattern of Persian thought and art.
The result Is a style that main-
tained remarkable internal consls-
tency for nearly T00 years while
absorbing new elements. From the
Mongol period, we find a royal
decree written in Persianized Arab
script, half in Turkish, half in
Fersian and affixed with a Chinese
eeal.

Rather rugged illuminations
give faces Oriental eyes but the
overriding style is pure Persian,
flatlening and patterning form,

In the 14th Century, the Turkic
warlord Tamerlane took over. Hig
dynasty brought the illustrated
book lo apogee. The simplified,
vigorous, childlike style of Lhe
perlod shows Turks trying to fit
themselves into the aristocratic
Perslan tradition,

The fervid Shiite Safavids pro-
duced an encrusted, courtly art of

great elaboralion—a lot of royal
glitter and flash, There i2 g2 muclh
color and patlern in this art It
sometimes seems its makers were
not concerned with drawing. A
beautifully rendered "Carlcature of
Obeydollah Khan” gives the lie to
that riotion.

Mughal Indla seemed lo soften
the style, lending it a Iyric as
seen in a portrait of Shah Soja as a
child holding a lower.,

There are many angles from
which to sliee a historic pie as
dense az this exhibition. This art
can literally be regarded as a
politieal tool acting as propaganda
for suceeeding generations of abso-
lute rulers. It can be seen psycho-
logically as a means by which
essentially illegitimate upstart
strongmen reassured themselves
they were the wise, strong, rﬂl-
eous leaders they pretended to be.

Or it can be viewed as art

intrinsically done for its own sake,
as all art that endures must be.
Toward the end of the exhibition
the influence of European art be-
gins to be felt. Some results border
on pure kitsch, like a ceremonial
portrait of the late puppet Bahador
Shah enlhroned. Otherz have g
mystical gentleness, like “Majnun
Vigited by His Father.” It looks like
a transliterated version of the Magi
visiting Bethlehem mixed with Ed-
ward Hicks' “Peaceable Kingdom.”

Persia was not peaceable but the

longing for it shows everywhere in
its art.

w Los Angeles County Museum of
Art, 5805 Wilshire Blvd., to Jan_ 24.,
(213) 857-6000, closed Mondays,



