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 Mergings of History, Myth and Dream 
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By Holland Cotter 

CENTURIES AGO, IN the fabled garden cities of ancient Persia, the world's greatest books appeared. They were usually small, they were often costly beyond reckoning, and they always came in editions of one. In Shiraz and Herat, kings and princes vied to commission deluxe versions of dynastic histories and epic romances. Each volume -- its text written in gold on burnished paper, its illustrations sometimes painted in pigments made of powdered jewels -- demanded the sustained attention of a workshop of artists and took years to complete. Surely these glorious objects -- advertisements for princely wealth and urbane taste -- were admired far and wide in their day? Not so. Most of them, like sleeping beauties in a fairy tale, passed their time shut away in dark rooms, emerging now and again for the delectation of a privileged few. As it happens, the same privilege is being extended these days to anyone who visits the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery of the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, where a remarkable exhibition called ''Art of the Persian Courts'' is on view through April 6. The 100-plus painted manuscript pages included here are on long-term loan to the Sackler from the Art and History Trust Collection, which, despite its portentous, pin-striped title, represents the holdings of a single Iranian-born family named Soudavar, who left their native country before the 1979 revolution. During the 1980's, Persian manuscripts went for bargain prices on the international market; the Soudavars snapped them up. And some of their purchases are gathered here. To say that they bought well is an understatement: this is widely considered the finest collection of its kind still in private hands. And many of their outstanding treasures are included in this exhibition, which both dazzles the eye and manages to suggest, in broad outline at least, the history of the painted page in Persia from the 14th through the 19th century. ''Miniatures'' is the term usually applied to this kind of painting, and for good reason: most of the pages measure only a few inches. But as if to point up the monumental possibilities of the format -- its potential for compressing entire worlds within the span of a hand -- the Sackler show, organized by Massumeh Farhad, associate curator of Islamic Near Eastern art for the Sackler and Freer Galleries, opens with a colossal bang: two pages from a monumental six-foot-high Koran. This larger-than-life calligraphic marvel, written with giant pens and pails of ink, was a commission of the Mongol emperor Timur the Lame (1336-1405), known in the West as Tamerlane. Like Genghis Khan's before him, Timur's expansionist appetites were keen, and in the 14th century he made himself overlord of Persia. One of the earliest manuscripts in the show is a ''portrait'' of Timur painted nearly 30 years after his death. The ruler is shown mounted on a horse and sheltered beneath a parasol, the Persian symbol of divine kingship. His soft, round face with its Asian features looks youthful, even childlike, and gives not a hint of the bloody-minded and ruthless creature he was. But, in fact, violence is business as usual in painted books; it comes with the territory of the histories they recount. In a page from a manuscript commissioned in Shiraz and dated 1441, for example, a warrior-prince impassively disembowels a demon while the surrounding landscape of rocks and clouds seems to writhe in sympathetic pain. The patron of the book in which this image appears is unknown, but it doesn't matter. The true heroes of the art of the miniature are the painters themselves, and the Art and History Trust Collection has work by some of the best of them. Bihzad was one: the Raphael, the Rembrandt, the Picasso of Persia in his day, the artist whose name was synonymous with art itself. And on the evidence here he merited his fame. In his ''Birth of a Prince,'' he raises a courtly anecdote to visual sublimity through layerings of decorative patterns, impossibly angled house-of-cards architecture and hair-fine details. And then there's Shah Muzaffar. A Wunderkind who died at 24, he appears to have produced fewer than a dozen pages but commands a place of honor in the Persian empyrean. One work attributed to him and included here -- of women dancing in a harem, their long braids swaying, their hands ecstatically raised -- marks him instantly as a painter of distinctive exuberance and grace. If the show has a centerpiece, it is the group of four pages from the so-called Houghton Shahnama (or Book of Kings), a masterpiece whose recent history verges on the tragic. After surviving intact for more than 400 years, the book was bought in 1959 by an heir to the Corning Glass Works, Arthur A. Houghton Jr., who promptly broke it up and began dispersing its 258 miniatures. He gave a block of 78 of them to the Metropolitan Museum of Art while he was chairman of the museum's board; others he sold off before his death in 1990. Last year, however, 118 of the miniatures were returned to Iran in exchange for a 1952 Willem de Kooning painting of a female nude, once owned by the Shah of Iran and banished to storage when the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini came to power. EVEN FRAGMENTED, THIS Shahnama speaks of a golden moment in Persian art. In its pages, history and myth and dream merge. Chinese-style rocks are tinted unearthly lavenders and pinks; dragons skim across gilded skies; the earth seems to be embroidered with flowers, and embroidered garments worn by mythic heroes are alive with organic designs. These pages may be peak moments in the exhibition, but amazing things follow. Just around the corner one encounters nearly a dozen works attributed to the Isfahani artist Riza Abbasi, from fully illuminated narratives to individual portraits of tipsy youths smiling under fantastic turbans as they think poetic thoughts. And there are wonderful images by painters whose names are long lost. No visitor to the Sackler will want to miss a little 16th-century angel who sits alone, looking chic in a crimson jump suit, his wings rainbow colored, his hair drawn up in a topknot as he appraises the fat pink rose he holds in one slim-fingered hand. With this bit of heaven, the show shifts location from Persia to India where the Mughal dynasty both preserved and transformed the Persian manuscript tradition. What they added was a new naturalism, derived from both Indian and European art. One sees it in the portrait of the 4-year-old son of the emperor Shah Jahan and his wife Mumtaz Mahal (for whom the Shah built the Taj Mahal as a tomb in the 1630's). The tenderly modeled figure stands alone on a field of green, shyly holds a sprig of flowers; a golden aureole encircles his grave face. The show ends with a return to extreme stylization in the imposing oil-on-canvas royal portraits of the 19th-century Persian Qajar dynasty. These life-size figures, as flat as cutouts, sporting jewel-encrusted armor and dense black beards, represent the art of the book writ large, with both its conceptual extravagance and its formal fastidiousness intact. (The first American exhibition devoted to Qajar work, incidentally, will be organized by the Brooklyn Museum of Art next year.) To some observers, Qajar work is a falling off of a pictorial tradition; to others it is an innovative transference of ancient styles and themes to a modern scale. Either way, these paintings bring ''Art of the Persian Courts'' to a thrilling conclusion. And, combined with the manuscripts that preceded them, they confirm that in art as in life, beauty and ambition know no bounds.

