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Does East meet West through Sheherazade?

LisA GOLOMBEE

I ¥ 1910 THE CURTAIN LIFIED AT THE PARIS OPERA TO REVEAL A
steamy harem setting for Diaghilev's new Ballet Russe pro-
duction of Rimsky-Korsakev's Scheherazade, Enthralled by the se-
ductive movements of Nijinsky and Gelizer, Parisians loved
Scheherazade as they did almost anything that conjured up im-
ages ol a mysterious and sensual Orient, a world that seemed w
be everything that theirs wasn’t. To the romantie imagination
ol urn-of-the-century Europe, the Middle Fast evoked wild ad-
venture and hedonisi, where life was subject to bath unfath-
aomable peril and sublime good fortune.

Sheherazade is the heroine of The Avabian Nights, which was
inroduced in Europe through Antoine Galland's French rans-
lation of 1704. During the preceding cenmry, reports of trav-
ellers, merchants, missionaries, and colonists had fired the
imaginations of Europeans with deseriptions of the far-off

Lisa Golombek s curator in charge of the West Asian Department,
Royal Ontario Museum
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In this painting,
attributed to Bihzad,
the poet Sa'di visits

a mosque where class
is in session, Nizami’s
fragic teenage lovers,
Layla and Majnun,
pass notes in the
back of the roam.
Paintad in Herar, 1486,
Art anc Histery Trust

Colleclion, Hewskn
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King Shahrivar,
devasfated by his
first wife's infickelify,
has her put fo
deatn. To avoid
such misfortune

in the future, he
decides fo slay
whomever he
marries on the
morning following

the wedding night

lands. In the 19th century, painters such as Delacroix and
Gerome favoured Biblical scenes of vielence and passion in
Oriental settings. Neither photographs nor astte observers
could subsequently wean Europe from its romanticized vision
of the Onent. Not content to translate literally the famous
tales, also known in English as The Thousand and One Nights,
Richard Burton, in 1885-86, and a host of others paraphrased,
interpreted, and embellished the oripginals.

Sheherazade figures only in the frame story for the tales. Ae-
cording to the story, King Shalrivar, an Indian ruler devastated
Ly his first wife's infidelity has her pur to death. To aveid such
misfortune in the future, he decides to slay whomever he mar-
ries on the morning following the wedding nighe. After several
of the finest voung women in the kingdom are slain, She-
herazade, the vizier's daughter, devises a plan o end the
bloodbath and volunteers to marry the king. As dawn breaks
alter their wedding night, she hegins to spin a tale. The king is
so fascinated that he postpones her execution. Night alter
night she presents new tales, Finally the king comes to trust
Sheherarade and spares her life,

Over the centuries, tales from a multinude of sources came
to be included in The Thousand and One Niphts that we know to-
day. During the height of their popularity in the Islamic world,
the 15th and 14th centuries, there were only 11 tales covering
271 nights. In 19th-centry Europe, Aladdin’s Lampwas added,
as were the storics of Sinbad the Sailor, which reflected the im-
portant maritime irade between India and the West.

India was the source of the frame story and many of the
tales. However, before reaching Europe aned the Middle East
the Sheherarade story first travelled to Iran where it was rans
lated into Pahlevi (Old Persian). In fact, the names She-
herazade and Shahrivar arc Persian.

When Baghdad became the lslumic capial in AD 762, new
storics were added to the colleclion focusing on the court of
the caliph, Harun al-Rashid (AD 786-209). He joined the ranks
of kings, who as legend has it, showed such dedication to his
subjects that he wandered among them in disguise, searching
out injustice. In the 13th and 14th centuries, the tales spread o
and gained popularity in the Arabic-speaking world of Svria
and Egypt. While Arabic was the language of religious dis-
course in Iran, Persian remained the 1ﬂj1guagc of both the
street and the court. The story line of The Aralian Nights was
picked up and ransformed into stunning Persian poetry in the
romance of the Seven Princesses by Nizami (1141-1209).

Foremost among the Persian poets, Nizami is often called
the creator of the Persian love story (Gelfke). His work was imi-
tateel by poets for many generations in Tran as well as in India
and Turkey. In Seven Princesses (Haft Paykar), a carefully con-
structed poem (masnaw) comparable in structure and length
to Chaucer's The Canterlury Tales, Nizami tells the story of a Per-
sian king, who was promised that once he came o power, he
could marry the seven women portrayed on the walls of his
palace. Afier Huizing the crown, which was placed between owo
licns, the king prepares to wed the seven beauties, who arrive
from each of the seven climes of the world, On successive
evenings of the week, the king visits each of the women in her
own, distinctively coloured pavilion, where he is told a tale that
lasts through the night. Beginning on Saturday in the black
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Maijnun, emaciated

and sick with

leve, receives visitors
at his dezert home
(here portrayed as a
lush farest). Bedouin
tents in the fore-
ground are shown
as elegant yurts.
Paintad for a

manuscript of the Silsilar
atDhohhal of Jami,

{Ie} I'I-:-"|'|i+35.|EII'I ran,

c. 1575, Aitond History

Trust Collection, Houston
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marries the king
and as dawn
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pisilion, he proceeds o the yellne pasilion on Sundtay, the
wreen oa Monday, the red on Tuesday, the blue on Wedsnesday,
the sandalwood on Thorsday, mod Boeally the whiate oo Fods
Fach rolour is associated with a planet and itz asrological
meanings. The stores move Use scader Do a state of despair,
syrholized by Black, wa state

oy sviBlived by white, Al
though the influence of The Araldan Nights &s olaious, the sto-

ries b N 's posems fit 2 tighter stoacture,

Princes and, occasonally, princesses, nobles, wed anies com-
massioned artisis ar great expense w illessan o joweHike
miniatere paindngg seenes describod i e Tvourine verses,
Thiese were sulded w0 beautilully bandwritten books, bound in
rchly prilded and embossed leather covers, The paintings
world enly e shaowan toa privibeged few, Flizar Afsan {4 Thow-
samel Sy, the Persian mmsliteration of The Amban Nigls,
was very popitlar but jts prose was considered a blend of high
ard Yooy hireranre. To the colleciors of lne books, poctry, the
highess firm of Biemsinre, was moee desirable,

[n the illustratecd Books, the comples, intricately woven tabes
af Nuzmi's seven princesses are complemented by equally in-
tracase pagre desien thae inclodes Frical rendering of imagesy
wred rich ornamentation and colour. In spite of the many die-
sl scenes b the stores, those chosen for tllustesuon are
usiakiy the rguif-: maanents between e hing and one ol the
princesses. Sometimes a book contains only scven illusirations

that are sientical except for the colour of the pavilion.

The ssory of the princesses is part of & quin tet of lenghy o
ems krown as Uie Bfemie One of the most popular poems is
this gapiup, set in pre-sfamic Anibiz, describes the romaace of
B Arab reenagers, Easka and Majoue, Majoans love b Ly le
appears to drive him mad. (3Lgooun means mad o Peesin: thie
bos real mame is Q) The episode discribang Eayla and Ma-
jnum at schaoal wis 2 subject for the Gmons painter iz, whi
illustrared the happemings of the classtoonm even though Nies
et el ceot describe them in deil.

Nizami s poems remained among the Grourite subjects o
Perean arists for centuries. Howeser, e siyle i which they
were rendered changed. For excunple, @ work of the Lae T
century combines Bilizads genre sivde sith a show of hesh veg

emtion., an imige teal wis beooming pervasive in painting of

thie perioc. Majunun, emaciited and wearing onle 2 loincloth, i

wisiteel in the wilds by Lavla, whom he doesn’t recognuee: [_-.:'.1.
Iras ao Olled my heart that there is no room left for the
belowed,” The bedomin enc
wransformed into o rich tent city with & gold-cmbroidered s
teireular Mongol tent), filled wath wopen and childyen whao

amnpent descibed by Mg s

are sy spinasing G wed Clatiing

My oo Nesmlb's works were inspired by chameters in the
versees ol Use Shealmoee ( Book of Kings), which wis equally [
ulier e @ subject for ilhesoaton. Based on history aned begend,
Use epic was compased by Firdves at the boginning of the 11
centery, Stories of the kings whe tuled Dan befoge the coming
of Tslim run the geanminl fican L1II.I|:I|}-' events 1o bantles, romance,
aried trgedy. Hoaever, the mast i:nlu wrane hero of the Shaing

mir is 1200 @ king, He is Rusiam, a fipore who combines :in]n_':hu-
rratt streneth with dedicarion o justice. Fustaom was Dosn o
Zal. an albhing ahandoned by his Bather who considercd him
unlucky. Zal had been rescued By the Simusgh, an extaondi-
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The fabulous bird
Sirmurgh carrics prey
1o fued bar young.
Sitting on the roclks
is the abondoned
infanl Zal, wha
Gecame the father
of the famous
Perslan bero Rustiam,
A carawan in i
foreground spots
the infant.
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nary bird. In a breathtaking image from a manuscript painted
for Shah Tahmasp (1524-76), a ruler of Iran, a caravan spots
Zal being cared for by the bird in the wilds. The depiction of
the Simurgh was influenced by the image of the Chinese
phoenix on silks and porcelains imported to Iran. Although
the Simurgh or phoenix had become a common decorative
motl in Persian art in the 14th century, here it is reaterd as a
living creature with its own crying nestlings to feed.

At the beginning of the 17th century, European merchants,
missionaries, and arms dealers introduced foreign roods that
intrigued the powerlul rulers of [ran and India, Western
painting idioms, such as naturalism and perspective, influ-
cnced Persian and Indian artists. When the Persian painter
Muhammad- Zaman illustrated Majnun visiting his father, his
siyle was quite different from the l6th-century portrayals of
this subject. All of the elements of the composition have been
manipulated to form i uniform image. The laws of perspec-
tive demanded thal the foreground figures be larger than
those in the middle distance and background. That is why a
reclining camel rather than Majnun is the dominant figure in
Zaman’s painting. An architectural ruin and stvlized land-
scape are other Eurepean twuches, Yet in spite of the attrac-
tion of Western culture, the Persian love of poetry and its his-
torical link to painting persisted.

By the end of the century, however, tradition was aban-
doned. European oil painting with all of its conventions had
heen fully adopted. Ironically, it was at this very time that inter-
estin the Orient peaked in England and Europe, and The Ara-
fterre Mights found its way into Western parlours.

The search for Sheherazade in tradidonal Persian painting
and in [9th-century and early 20th-century European art takes
some interesting twists. Her influence is subtly hidden behind
the structure of the classical Persian poetry that inspired very
serene and lyrical Persian art; but it becomes overt in the cre-
ation of a romanticized, spicy, and quite distorted picture of a
foreign culture in Eureopean art—from dance to literature o
painting. An entertaining comparison illustrates these antither-
ical views of Oriental culture. An Austrian porcelain of a
“harem girl” (c. 1925) in the ROM's European collection por-
trays her as scantily dressed and seductive, In the supreme love
scene of the Nizami romance, the couple always appears con-
templalive rather than amorous. Women are always fully
clathed and, in keeping with Islamic waditon, head, arms, and
legs are completely covered.

As Haddawy, a recent wanslator of The Ambian Nights com-
mented, “Tt weaves the extraordinary into the fabric of every-
day litie.” In spite of their differences, the Orientalist and Per-
stan images are not only more or less derived from but have
broad appeal much the same as Sheherazade's stories. @

Art of the Persian Courts & on display at the Riyal Ontario
Muesenm from 4 Octoher 1994 to 2 fanuary 1995, 1t is orga-
nized by the Los Angeles County Museum af Arvt and draum
Sfrum the Art and History Thist, an oulstanding collection

amassed by franian coltector Abolala Sowdavar
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Rustam wrestles and
subdues the White

Div. Other demons
throw rocks at

Rustam to no avail.
Paintzd for o manuscript of
Ihe Shatimama in Tabriz, lan
c. 1525, Al and Hisony

Trust Callection, Houston






