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ON “SOLACE OF LOVERS”

In any attempt - in the spirit of a “lover” - to approach a
deeper cultural understanding in connection with Iran, one
does well to bear in mind that the concept of the nation,
especially in the European tradition, is less than helpful. Iran
must rather be seen as a continent, offering an immense
diversity of landscapes, temperatures, people, nationalities
and even religions, but also striking aspects of a common
cultural “conjoinedness”. Within this interpretation of the
concept, this “continent” is based above all on a common
culture of language and a deep love and reverence for its
most creative aspects in the form of literature, a literature
that connects the Iranian Arab on the Persian Gulf with the
bazaar trader in the Iranian capital Tehran. As a matter of
course they are familiar with the most prominent poets
writing in Farsi, the language of Iran, which reaches far
beyond the country’s present borders and is the medium of
the history of spiritual and physical travel between the Far
East and the Middle East. Marco Polo (1254-1324), for
example, spoke Farsi and was therefore able to provide
Europe in the High Middle Ages with astonishing insights
into the Far East. Whether he did so on the basis of first-
hand observation or well-told stories is not so important,
since lranian life is always connected in all its diverse
aspects with the broadening use of the Iranian language.

Perhaps more so than any other language, the literature of
Iran is intensively concerned with human relationships,
including relationships between individuals, with nature and
with different aspects of the divine. Again and again it is
love that provides the drive, the process and also the goals



for the wonderful use of language. This language as art also
guides the visual arts. For centuries, the pictorial element
has been a connecting experience shaped by calligraphy,
which is seen as an art form in its own right, by splendid
ornamentation and by illustrations as a narrative
accompaniment. Notwithstanding the truly monumental
aspects - a visit to the royal city of Isfahan, for example, has
astonished travellers for centuries -, this is an artistic
tradition in which there is a consistent link to the individual,
to personal encounters, to the intimate moment, which
refuses to be overwhelmed. Like so much else from Europe,
Iran would have to wait until the 19th century to understand
the concept of the picture as a self-contained commodity.
Significantly enough, the following lines by the poet Saadi
(ca. 1213-ca. 1291/1292) from his “Rose Garden” are to be
found in the lobby of the UN building in New York
(translation by M. Aryanpoor):

“Human beings are members of a whole,
In creation of one essence and soul.

If one member is afflicted with pain,
Other members uneasy will remain.

If you have no sympathy for human pain,
The name of human you cannot retain.”

It was also this fascination with the compelling nature of
poetic language that first enabled a European audience to
gain a deeper insight into these worlds in modern times. In
his “West-Eastern Diwan” (published in 1819 and again in an
extended version in 1827), Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
(1749-1832) was inspired not only in linguistic terms by the
work of Hafez (ca. 1315-ca. 1390), probably the most
significant poet in the Farsi language. An Austrian element
in this artistic enterprise was provided by the poetess
Marianne von Willemer (1784-1860), who was born in Linz



and whose texts Goethe incorporated into the work without
mentioning her name. On the anniversary of the death of
Hafez, who died so many centuries ago, thousands of
people still flock to his tomb in Shiraz every year.
Incidentally, this city not only lent its name to the
eponymous wine, it was also the birthplace of this drink,
which even Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini (1902-1989)
praised in his early poems.

The deeper their enquiry into this “continent” of lran, the
greater the number of apparent contradictions found by
Western travellers, who are confronted yet again with the
huge discrepancy between the propagandistic spin of
Western media and the reality to be experienced on the
ground. One particularly striking aspect of this is the natural
hospitality, which manifests itself in so many ways. A
traveller in Iran is borne by the language of love and the
solace of a life on a search - an experience that has been
described so vividly again and again in a wide variety of
travelogues.

The mission of this exhibition organised by the Tyrolean
State Museums is to communicate a little of this fascination
in as direct a manner as possible. It is not the many Iranian
exiles whose art is presented here, but artists who have
been living in the country for decades and developed their
art there. The selection deliberately includes many artists
whose names are unfamiliar to even the progressive expert,
and these names represent artistic positions that require
careful exploration. That is the role of our exhibition and this
book. Our special thanks go to the curators Tarlan Rafiee
and Yashar Samimi Mofakham, whose great personal
commitment has made this project possible with the very
substantial support of the KLOCKER FOUNDATION. We are
also grateful to the authors of this accompanying book, who
have joined us as travel companions on our journey to the
Iranian “Solace of Lovers”. There are still so many places to
visit on the cultural “continent” of Iran.



Last but not least, this Iranian journey has also led us to our
own collections: the Artuqid bowl is a highlight of the
Mediaeval Collection at the Ferdinandeum, and in the
Library Collection, our “Iranian eye” discovered a series of
19th century illustrations. And the journey is not over yet.

Peter Assmann
“The first creation of all things, the pearl of intellect was
endowed with three qualities, three children named Beauty,
Love and Sorrow. A luminosity appeared in him when the
Beauty gazed upon himself, and he smiled. From that smile
thousands of cherubim appeared. Love, the middle brother,
was so intimate with Beauty that he could not take his eyes
from him and was constantly at his side. When Beauty’s
smile appeared, a consternation befell Love, who was so
agitated that he wanted to move. Sorrow, the youngest,
clung to him, and from his clinging the heaven and earth
appeared.”

Selected text from “Reality of Love or Solace of Lovers”, an allegorical treatise
by Shahab al-Din Suhrawardi (1154-1191)



PREFACE

In this publication the term “Iran” has been used to define a
country with clear geographical borders, the inhabitants of
which are called Iranians (just as they are in the Farsi or the
Persian language). Wherever reference is made to the
culture of this country, including its poetry, miniatures,
paintings, carpets and other art forms, and whenever there
is mention of its soul and culture, the word “Persian” has
been used in order to correspond with non-Persian texts of
the past. The poets of this land are called “Persian poets”,
which is a more accurate translation of the expression used
in Farsi even today. But in the case of its modern and
contemporary artists and authors, who exist and developed
their craft under a modern definition of Iranian culture and
modern lIran, the term “lranian” has been used instead. In
instances where reference is made to linguistic or cultural
boundaries of lIran that surpass the geographical and
political borders and are known as Greater Persia, the term
“Persia” has been used. For instance, the “Shahnameh” is
identified as the national epic of Persia.

An attempt has also been made to avoid using standard
artistic and philosophical terms, many of which are
academically common. Many Persian intellectual and
philosophical concepts have often been translated into their
closest western equivalents. And even though we cannot
offer an alternative to this practice we believe that in this
process of trans lation, the Persian term is reduced in order
to fit within a global terminology. In discussing philosophical
points of view or schools of art, rather than relying on a
common terminology we have attempted to describe the



concept instead, even though it is likely that the reader will
associate it with a familiar term in his mind.

One example of this is the translation of names and titles,
such as the word “Sha’er”, meaning someone who writes
poetry (“She’r”), as described in detail in the text “The
Persian Poetic Soul”.

Another example is the word “Haqgigat”. In English, this is
translated as “reality and truth”, and we were limited to
using these two terms interchangeably. In Persian
philosophy and mysticism (both pre- and post-Islam),
however, the word “Hagigat” can imply multiple meanings
in one sentence, from something that exists but remains
unseen (such as the creator) to material being.

These are difficult but exciting challenges, yet we believe
we must all address this challenge in order to facilitate a
clearer form of intercultural communication.

The Curators



INTRODUCTION TO THE
EXHIBITION

Yashar Samimi Mofakham, Tarlan Rafiee

“The truth was a mirror that fell to the earth from God's
hand and broke into myriad pieces. Each person took a
piece, saw himself reflected in it, and believed he held the

truth. Yet the truth was scattered among all.”
Rumi, The Fihi Ma Fihi

The current exhibition gave us the opportunity to review
travelogues from recent centuries that related to Iran in one
way or another; some were written by lranians about their
various observations in their travels abroad, and others
were written by foreigners travelling to Iran. Regardless of
their initial intentions, all of these texts communicate a
piece of the “truth” as experienced and interpreted by their
authors.

And yet “truth” is an abstract concept. The reality or truth
that | perceive about myself is a piece of a puzzle that
defines me, shapes my relationship to my context and
connects me to the surrounding world. Another piece of the
truth that defines me is from the perspective of the “other”,
what they see and how they perceive this depending on
their own context and background.

Is it possible to reach a single definition of the truth about
someone, and more generally about their society and
everything that relates to them?

Travelogues are amazing resources when it comes to
understanding others and ourselves, because they offer us a
perspective about our life and culture that falls beyond our



field of vision. But when the individuals who are the subjects
of travelogues are not given the opportunity to decipher
some of their complexities and explain certain things about
them, then the travelogue will remain a subjective
interpretation and its use as a source of reference will be
problematic.

There is a story common to many cultures, and a version of
this story is also found in classical Persian texts. The story
describes a group of blind men - or men in a dark room -
using their sense of touch to describe a creature (elephant)
they have never seen before. It may be possible to gain a
general understanding of the elephant by putting all of their
individual descriptions together. But if each piece of
information is relied upon in isolation, the unseen creature is
reduced to a rug, a downspout, a column, a rope, a trumpet
or a tree. Reading travelogues helps us understand how far
we have succeeded in presenting ourselves to the other.
Perhaps it will lead us to offer the other the piece of mirror
we hold in our hands and gain a better understanding of one
another by putting all these different pieces together.

Art exhibitions, and in their broader sense international
art/cultural events, are more than an opportunity for
experiencing works of art; they are occasions that allow us
to find ourselves reflected in the mirrors of others. These
events are like travelogues sans the travel. They give the
viewer an opportunity to travel to another world while the
hosts - who are also guests - describe their travels and the
context by communicating with their visitors without an
intermediary.

kkok

The first agreement between Safavid Persia and the
Habsburg dynasty of Austria was signed in the 16th century,
at a time when both countries shared certain interests
against the Ottomans. Theirs was a short-lived relationship,



and until the 19th century the two countries did not have
any serious ties except for a few instances of diplomatic
relations. During these years a number of Persian texts were
translated into German in Austria, and a section in the
Oriental Academy was dedicated to the study of Persia and
the Persian language. But the first instance of a deep
understanding of Iran and its culture and history by
Austrians and other German-speaking countries can be
found in the undertakings of Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall.
It was through his efforts that the Persian Studies section in
the Austrian Academy of Sciences gained a scientific
structure that continues to exist to this day.

The first German translation of Hafez's complete book of
poetry - which is also the first instance of the translation of
these poems into a western language - was by Hammer-
Purgstall. This translation later inspired Johann Wolfgang von
Goethe’s masterpiece, “West-Eastern Diwan”.

In 1848, Naser al-Din Shah Qajar of Persia and Franz Joseph |
of Austria were both crowned kings at the age of 18, at a
time when Europe was in the midst of revolutions and Iran
was undergoing deep transformations that would later lead
to the Constitutional Revolution.

Significant relationships were formed between the two
countries during the reign of these two kings. The young
Persian king and his prime minister, Amir Kabir, were
interested in modernising the country and believed they
could shorten this path by following in the footsteps of
Europe. It was thus that the first Austrian team arrived in
Iran at the invitation of Amir Kabir.

Amir Kabir planned to establish lIran’s first polytechnic
centre of higher education, Dar ul-Funun, and its teachers as
well as a number of military trainers were to be hired from
neutral European countries. It was for this purpose that, in
1851, Jan Dawud Khan (David Davidian), the Persian-
Armenian interpreter of the court, was sent to Austria, a
country which did not have any direct political intentions in



Iran. He was sent there to consult with Heinrich Alfred Barb,
the head of the Austrian Oriental Academy.

A comprehensive description of this trip can be found in
Jakob Eduard Polak’s lecture, which is included in this
publication under the title “The Austrian Teachers in Persia”.
Every member of the visiting team performed a great
service in familiarising the two countries with each other,
but Polak played the most important role in this regard.
Polak can be considered the father of modern medicine in
Iran. He established the first modern hospital in the country
and trained the first Iranian medical students. Since Polak
was interested in communicating directly with his students
and other people, he learned the Persian language very
quickly. Aided by his students, he also chose Persian and
Arabic equivalents for many French, German and Latin
medical terms, many of which are still in use today.

Polak became the Iranian king’s official physician as well as
his French teacher, and for his services he received the title
of “Muqgarrab al-Khagan”, one of the highest orders
bestowed in the Persian court. Polak also left behind many
important writings both in Farsi and German about his
journey and Persian studies.

In the introduction to his travelogues Polak writes, “In this
text, | have tried to come up with a description of the
character, the customs and the way of living of one of the
most interesting people in this world. [A description] of a
people whose glory is routed in actions of a long-gone past,
that has not yet aged, but is rather destined to play a not so
unimportant role in the future history of the world and
civilisation.”1

Another Austrian who played an important role in Persian-
Austrian relations was Albert Gasteiger Khan from
Innsbruck. Albert Joseph Gasteiger learned the Persian
language in Vienna, and in 1860, on behalf of the Iran
government, Jan Dawud Khan hired him as an engineer in



road and railroad construction, and also as a teacher at Dar
ul-Funun.

Julie Haftner, Jakob Eduard Polak, 1860-1867, black-and-white photograph,
Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Bildarchiv, Vienna / Julie Haftner, Jakob
Eduard Polak, 1860-1867, Schwarz-WeiR-Abzug, Osterreichische
Nationalbibliothek, Bildarchiv, Wien



Naser al-Din Shah Qajar, Jakob Eduard Polak, 1854, black-and-white photograph,
Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Bildarchiv, Vienna / Naser ad-Din Schah,
Jakob Eduard Polak, 1854, Schwarz-Wei-Abzug, Osterreichische
Nationalbibliothek, Bildarchiv, Wien

Gasteiger served in lran for more than two decades and
received the rank of “Mir-Panj” (General), as well as the
titles “Khan” (a Persian nobility title) and “Mohandes Bashi”
(head of engineers), for his services in building roads and
training Iranian engineers. From that point on, he was

known as General Albert Joseph Gasteiger Khan both in
Austria and Iran.



Persian miniatures, brought to the Tyrol by Albert Gasteiger Khan, 2nd half of the
19th cent., watercolour on paper, various dimensions, Tiroler Landesmuseum
Ferdinandeum, Bibliothek / Persische Miniaturen, nach Tirol gebracht von Albert
Gasteiger Khan, 2. Halfte 19. Jh., Aquarell auf Papier, verschiedene Malie, Tiroler
Landesmuseum Ferdinandeum, Bibliothek



Henri Moser, a Swiss adventurer who travelled to Iran during
those years, wrote the following about Gasteiger Khan: “[...]
he has a box filled with medals and orders, but he never
wears any on his chest. He is unlike most Europeans, who
put on their European suits in Iran and adorn them with all
sorts of golden medals and decorations, then convert to
wearing traditional Persian costume upon returning to
Europe.”?

Gasteiger Khan visited the Shah of Iran, Naser al-Din Shah,
wearing local dress and a Tyrolean hat, and after learning of
his capabilities, the king awarded him the title of “Engineer
Officer” and hired him to teach at the military school in Dar
ul-Funun.

When he returned to Austria, Gasteiger Khan donated part
of his art collection from Iran to the Tyrolean State Museum
Ferdinandeum. Among the pieces he donated were a
number of drawings and paintings from the Qajar era, some
of which are included in the current exhibition.

The lranian constitution was signed during the reign of
Mozaffar ad-Din Shah Qajar in 1906, when Hammer-
Purgstall, Polak, Gasteiger Khan and other Austrians who
had served in Iran were already deceased. This marked an
important step towards modernisation and gaining access to
civil rights (even though we still have a long way to go to
reach the goals of the constitutionalists). Unfortunately,
none of those individuals, who had played a great role in
rebuilding and modernising lran, were able to witness this
great turning point. Nevertheless, Iranian history will always
value their contributions, especially in their services to Dar
ul-Funun and in introducing Persian and Austrian cultures to
each other.

kkok

Today Iran is an entirely different country from the land the
first Austrian convoy encountered. It is a country where



people dress differently than before, restaurants serve
different foods, garden villas have been displaced by
skyscrapers and crowded freeways and automobiles have
replaced horses, carriages and narrow alleyways.

But despite all these changes, under the surface lran still
has the same cultural and historical roots that its poets,
authors and intellectuals have described over decades and
centuries. lran is still the land of Hafez, Saadi, Mowlana,
Ferdowsi and Khayyam. Iranians’ eyes still fill with proud
tears when they read Ferdowsi; they still fall in love with the
poetry of Hafez; they contemplate Saadi’s verses, lose
themselves in the lines of Mowlana and laugh out loud at
the universe with Khayyam.

Iran is still the land of flowers and nightingales, the land of
heavenly gardens and epic love stories; the people of Iran
are the same people from among whom many poets and
lovers have appeared throughout history.

Iran is the land where Sheikh Abu al-Hassan al-Kharagani,
the heir of Khosrowani wisdom or ancient Persian mysticism,
had the following inscription on the entrance to his
monastery: “Whoever knocks on this door, feed them and
ask not of their faith, for if they deserved a Soul from their
Creator, they certainly deserve a loaf of bread from Abu al-
Hassan.”

Iran is the land of lovers and its heritage belongs to
everyone.

Iran is still the land of poetry, wonders and hope; the land of
beauty, love and sorrow.

The exhibition “Solace of Lovers” is an offering of fragments
of a mirror. This exhibition does not claim to represent all
that is Iranian art, but by bringing together seven
remarkable artists from different generations, it presents a
part of lIranian contemporary and modern art for non-lranian
viewers.

Each of these artists holds a piece of a mirror that
represents the “truth” about Iran. They are each poets of



their very own poetry, narrators of lran’s poetical history.
But despite all of this, their conversations are not limited by
any geographical or linguistic borders. Even though their
speech is utterly Persian, their content is universal, albeit
spoken in an unknown or lesser-known dialect.

“In the land of love,

Once my heart came to rule,

It was released

From both belief

And from disbelief.

Along the way,

| learned the obstacle had always been within me.
When | moved beyond the self,

The path turned even and free.”
Mahasti Ganjavi



1 Polak, Jakob Eduard: Persien. Das Land und seine Bewohner. Ethnographische
Schilderungen, Leipzig 1865.

2 Moser-Charlottenfel, Georg Heinrich: A travers I’Asie Centrale: la steppe
kirghize, le Turkestan russe, Boukhara, Khiva, le pays des Turcomans et la
Perse, impressions de voyage, Paris 1885.



COMMENTARY TO POLAK’S
“THE AUSTRIAN TEACHERS IN
PERSIA”

Yashar Samimi Mofakham

Jakob Eduard Polak’s essays and lectures are without
question among the most important material of the past
century describing Iran from a Western point of view.

Polak’s arrival in Iran was concurrent with the dismissal and
assassination of Naser al-Din Shah’s reformist prime
minister, Amir Kabir, one of the most powerful lIranian
politicians of the previous century. As he mentions in his
texts, Polak reached Tehran a few days after this incident
and encountered a city engulfed in sorrow and fear. The
King and his court, who feared Amir Kabir’s unlimited power,
first deposed him from his position and later killed him,
replacing him with Mirza Aga Khan Nuri, who was the
opposite of Amir Kabir in terms of his policies, ideas and
actions. The King, himself a reformer, had previously
supported Amir Kabir’'s policies and given him total control,
but now he had selected a conservative prime minister
whose only condition for joining the King in governance was
that his life be spared. Iran was on the path to modernism,
but during the incumbency of Mirza Aga Khan Nouri, it
turned into a weak, incapacitated country that could not
maintain its frontiers and lost some regions to neighbouring
countries, resulting in the formation of its current borders.
Evidence of such shortcomings in leading and governing the
country are very prominent in the text.



Polak’s profession gave him the opportunity to travel to
different parts of the country and meet different segments
of society during his stay in lran. At the same time, because
of his position in the King’'s court, he became one of the
King’s closest companions and was naturally regarded as a
member of the ruling elite by many people, including the
intellectuals who chose to remain silent after Amir Kabir’s
assassination. It is therefore safe to assume that any
information he obtained from different sources was probably
edited selectively.

On the other hand, Polak and his team had come to Iran at
Amir Kabir’'s invitation for a particular reason: to help
modernise Iran according to European frameworks. And
although Iran needed these modern frameworks in order to
interact with the modern world, it was a grave mistake to
ignore the ancient systems it had developed throughout
history, which were still functional.

The Qajar dynasty destroyed many things left behind by
previous kings and built them anew, just so it could prove
that it was the only dynasty that could save Iran and
transport it into the modern future - something that has
unfortunately happened over and over again throughout
Iran’s history. Accordingly, the information provided to Polak
and his team was organised and based on this agenda.
Polak’s travelogues include many examples where the
information given to him about the postal system, the state
of the roads, medicine, army, education, etc. was either
historically inaccurate or it was collected by the European
team from an orientalist perspective.

Polak’s texts convey his deep love for the country in which
he spent one decade of his life, but at the same time they
also include certain historical inaccuracies. The beliefs,
rituals and cultures of a people within a multi-ethnic country
can seem strange even to its natives, let alone visitors from
abroad. And while the description of these rites and rituals



can bring cultures closer together, a description that carries
the weight of judgment seems unjust.

Despite everything, the study of material such as this is
important because it helps us understand things from an
outsider’s perspective, including information and details
that seem so obvious they have never been recorded and
are only noticed and documented by an outsider. These
documents also show us where we have failed to create a
cultural dialogue and where we have had shortcomings in
representing ourselves to the “other”, resulting in decade-
long or even century-long misunderstandings throughout
history.



THE AUSTRIAN TEACHERS IN

PERSIA!
Jakob Eduard Polak

In the last few decades, several Austrians have lived in
Persia, partly as researchers and partly as teachers. Some of
them returned to their homeland years ago; some are now
covered by the cool earth there, while others are still
working in their profession. The question has often been
asked how the teachers’ mission came about, what it
achieved, whether it left behind any civilising traces and
whether it was of benefit to their motherland by initiating
friendly relations and providing knowledge of Persia’s
resources. Since | was one of the members of the mission, |
would like to paint a picture of our lives, our activities, our
aspirations and achievements, our hopes and also some of
the disappointments we experienced so far from home. |
wish to render account, as it were, in the conviction that
every country that bears the considerable costs of their
education and training also has the right to require duties of
its sons in foreign lands. In the course of my narrative, | will
introduce people who had a significant influence on our fate
and who may well be remembered by many people either
from the World’s Fair or as a result of their earlier visits to
Vienna.

In order to assess the achievements made, | am compelled
to provide some retrospective data as a basis for
comparison with what already existed. When | speak of
cultural activities, one should certainly not expect such
conditions to prevail as are described by knowledgeable



travellers and ethnographers in the case of native peoples
in Central Africa, for example, for the Persians, as an lranian
race, are highly gifted and extremely capable in all abstract
and practical disciplines. A very experienced diplomat
recently said to me: the Persians have a talent for
everything - even honesty.

In ancient times, the country produced one of the greatest
legislators, Zardusht (Zoroaster), whose statutes alone
made it possible to develop a flourishing agriculture and
feed a dense population in a land with so little rainfall.
During the great epoch of the caliphs, Persia produced
statesmen, engineers, architects and artists; indeed, it is
becoming increasingly clear that the so-called Moorish style
of architecture and the Moorish irrigation systems, the
remains of which we can still admire in Spain, originated
from Persian engineers.

A nation that created such a beautiful, richly developed,
clear and melodious language and so completely absorbed
the foreign Arabic elements, that produced such illustrious
poets as the epic poet Ferdowsi, the lyricist Hafez, the
didactic poet Saadi and others, a nation whose astronomers
precisely measured the solar year in the 11th century,
calculated the famous astronomical tables and built
observatories in Maragheh and Baleh, a nation that
maintained its own production of carpets, shawls, brocades,
embroidery, weaving, horticulture and the like must have
had an outstanding culture.

Nor was there any lack of geographers, historians,
philosophers, lawyers and doctors; | recall, among others,
Avicenna, who was something of a Humboldt, as he
combined and also enriched all the knowledge of his time.
Although his works are written in Arabic and he was born in
Bukhara, he was Persian by birth and education. In 1853 |
visited his tomb in Hamadan, where | found the simple
inscription: “The scholar of scholars, the excellent of the
excellent Ibn Ali Sina (Avicenna)”.



This much is certain: should the Book of Destiny determine
the downfall of Persia as an independent state, the nation
will leave more behind in cultural history than a few recipes
and colossal human slaughter such as the Huns, Mughals,
Tatars and others are remembered for.

“... old sagas recall / the heroes great and small,
whose golden hordes abroad they led / to magnitudes of
human dead,”

as the song of Mirza Shafi tells us. With the invasions of the
Mughals and Tatars, the nation’s heyday passed; science,
art and industry declined; no matter how hard the
successors of Genghis Khan and Timur Lenk (Tamerlane)
tried to preserve the remains, success eluded them. It was
only with the reappearance of the local Safavid dynasty
(1505-1722) that the country found a new lease of life and
the arts of peace were able to flourish again. Under their
relatively quiet rule, with its religious tolerance, Europeans
visited the magnificent capital of Isfahan with its 800,000
inhabitants. French, Spaniards, Italians, Dutch and English
came to the country as missionaries, diplomats, tourists and
merchants. It was through newcomers like these that the
Persians first learned to make firearms. The Englishman
Shirley - later Sir Robert - cast several cannons for them.
They also captured about 80 from the Portuguese when they
took Hormuz Island in the Persian Gulf. Some of the
Portuguese cannons are still to be found in the castle of
Tehran and provide asylum for malefactors2. On the whole,
however, heavy artillery was rare, and light camel artillery -
a Persian invention - was used. On his famous march on
Delhi in India, for example, Nader Shah had only 12 pieces
of heavy artillery and 250 pieces of light camel artillery, but
the Asian Napoleon’s genius was compensation enough for
his inadequate armaments.



At the beginning of this century, the country’s military was
completely reorganised. Two things made this possible:
firstly, Abbas Mirza, the then Crown Prince designated by
Fath-Ali Shah, was imbued with a remarkable organisational
spirit and made use of some Russian defectors to lay the
foundations of a new system of military drill and to learn
something of their tactics himself; secondly, in 1803
Napoleon | sent General Gardane to Tehran as an envoy; he
was accompanied by some very capable officers, such as
Fabvier, Raboul, Lamy and Verdier. The purpose of their
mission was to bolster the military strength of the country
so that it could be deployed as required as a diversion
against Russia or with Russia against England’s possessions
in India. It must be acknowledged that these officers
achieved great things in a short time; in particular, the
organisation of the infantry by Verdier made rapid progress.
The English, jealous of the success of the French, sent a
legation from India with unprecedented pomp and
inexhaustible funds. They initially encountered many
difficulties, but when a daily cash payment was offered, the
king’s strict attitude swayed, all the more so as Fath Ali
Shah had a sensitive disposition and great poetic talent.

In a public Salaam (Royal Levee) the Shah expressed his
views towards Napoleon, calling him the greatest man who
ever lived, whom neither the birds in the air nor the fish in
the water could resist, whose heart was as big as the ocean
- but the English were offering money, and that was
positive! And so the French were dismissed. They were
followed by English instructors; at the time English policy
was to strengthen Persia as a rampart against India, a policy
that was later abandoned and has only very recently been
reinstated, as advocated by Sir Henry Rawlinson. Most of
these Anglo-Indian officers were exceptional and
enterprising men; it is to them that Persia owes the first
organisation of its artillery and the arsenal as well as major
geographical, ethnographic and archaeological discoveries



in the field of science. They included men like Linsay, Sheil,
Rawlinson and Farrant, most of whom later represented
their country in Persia as envoys. The organisers of the
arsenal also included Armstrong, who was later to become
famous, and it is a curious coincidence of fate that, during
the last Anglo-Persian War (1856), when a few shots from an
Armstrong cannon caused uproar in the entire Persian army
at Mohammerah (Khorramshahr), the Persians exclaimed:
“Mashallah, how well this Armstrong has learned the art of
artillery from us!”

However, when plans to capture Herat and Marv were
developed against the will of the British and with the
approval of the Russians, and an expedition was launched,
the officers resigned their posts. It was around this time
(1833) that an Austrian from Friuli by the name of Colombari
arrived in Persia with his mother, joined the army and rose
to the rank of colonel. In the first few years, he participated
in some military campaigns against the Kurds. Later he lived
in Tehran and won the favour of the Grand Vizier Haji Mirza
Agasi. The most amusing anecdotes about this grand vizier
still circulate today. A priest (mullah) by profession, he
gained the favour of the king, who revered him not only as
an infallible advisor but also as a more highly gifted being, a
Murshid, although he presented himself as a blind follower
(Murid).3 One of the passions of this strange old man was to
be the best artilleryman in the world. His greatest concern
was therefore for the arsenal in Tehran, where he spent his
time casting cannons to conquer the world. Colombari was
put in charge of the camel artillery. As such he did excellent
service by improving the gun carriages and introducing a
new manoeuvring technique. The camel artillery also
includes the Nagareh-Khaneh (court wind band). Like the
red tent, the red sunshade and a golden pommel on the
horse’s tail, this is one of the prerogatives of the king, as are
the mint and Friday prayers (Khutbah).



The instruments consist of kettledrums, cymbals, drums,
pipes and Roman tubas. Every musician drums, whistles,
blows and plays as he sees fit, without beat or coordination.
In short, it is the official charivari, which man can doubtless
endure but not a nearby horse, which will always bolt. It is
well known that a man in his bivouac has greater powers of
resistance than a horse.

As already mentioned, Hadji Agassi showered Colombari
with medals and gifts. The latter also rendered good service
by translating the memoirs of Napoleon into Persian with
the help of a scribe. It is worth noting that Colombari was
the first to recognise the importance of Mohammerah
harbour at the confluence of the Karun and the Shatt al-
Arab (Arvand Rud) rivers and to draw up a plan for the
construction of a port and docks. Of course, the plans never
came to fruition, although the site, as the only safe
emporium at the tip of the Persian Gulf, has a great future
ahead of it, but not under the Persians.

When Mohammad Shah (Qajar) suddenly died and the
minister had to seek asylum in Shah-Abdol-Azim, his life
also under threat, Colombari assisted him in his escape to
Karbala on Turkish soil, where he died soon after. Colombari
left Persia, where his good name lived on. He later resided in
Paris, where he died a few years ago. His mother was also a
remarkable woman: although generously supported by her
son, she was driven back to Persia by impatience and
boredom. At the age of 70 she made her sixth and last
journey to Tehran, where she finally succumbed to the
hardships. She wrote a curious little book about her
adventures, which | believe was printed in Klagenfurt.
Kotschy, the famous Austrian traveller to Africa, visited
Persia during the reign of Mohammad Shah. His studies on
the flora of Persia, his discovery of large numbers of new
species, additions made to all botanical gardens, museums
and herbariums and some excellent geographical works



