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From carpets to culture: Evolving Polish-Persian connection

Beauty and cultural richness of 
Iranian Art Museum Garden in Tehran

Having transcended the po-
litical and diplomatic rela-
tions that connected Poland 
and Persia since mediae-
val times, the ties between 
the two countries further 
strengthened when Poland 
discovered Persia as a cul-
tural magnet and a resource 
of art collections. The first 
recorded Perso-Polish con-
tacts date back to the year of 
1474, when Caterino Zeno 
(Catherinus Zeno, active in 
the late 1400s), the ambas-
sador of the Venetian Re-
public, visited the court of 
the Polish King Casimir IV 
Jagiellon (ruled from 1447–
92) in Kraków to negotiate 
about an anti-Ottoman coa-
lition. To bring this about, he 
brought a letter from Uzun 
Hasan (ruled from 1453–

78), the ruler of west Iran.
These contacts laid a foun-
dation for Polish fascination 
with Persian art, and this 
fascination by degrees man-
ifested in various forms. For 
instance, the customs reg-
istries of Krakow mention 
Persian carpets on sale in 
the city as early as the end 
of the 15th century. Apart 
from carpets, textiles, tents, 
weaponry and precious 
stones were also imported 
from Persia, and the demand 
for these objects was steadi-
ly increasing. 
One of the most interesting 
aspects of this predilection 
was Sarmatism, a term which 
designates the dominant life-
style, culture and ideology of 
the Polish nobility between 
the 16th and 19th centuries.

The underlying cause was a 
false belief that Polish nobles 
were descended from an an-
cient Iranian people-the Sar-
matians-who flourished from 
about the 5th century BCE to 
the 4th century CE. Sarmatist 
ideas permeated and thor-
oughly “orientalised” various 
aspects of Polish material 
culture—such as clothing, 
hairstyle, weaponry, harness 
and furnishings.
But for a long time, Polish 
contacts with Persia were 
confined to material culture. 
While outwardly showing 
an awareness of Persia, the 
Polish elites in fact had not 
much concern with its reli-
gion, geography or literature. 
Factual knowledge about the 
country was mostly derived 
from travellers’ accounts, 

published in Latin or Italian. 
A notable group of Polish 
travellers included Catho-
lic missionaries, who made 
significant careers in Safavid 
Persia. 
The Jesuit Tadeusz Krusinski 
(1675-1751), for example, 
earned a reputation at the 
court of Shah Sultan Hos-
seinn (1694-1722) as an in-
terpreter and counsellor. His 
treatise provides an eyewit-
ness perspective of the inev-
itable downfall of the Safavid 
dynasty.
Persian literature also re-
mained almost unknown in 
Poland until the late 16th 
and early 17th centuries. 
The introduction of Persian 
literary work into Poland 
was associated with Samuel 
Otwinowski (1575-1650) — 

the court dragoman, secre-
tary and Persian and Turkish 
interpreter of Kings Sigis-
mund III and John II Casimir 
Vasa. 
He was an amateur yet tal-
ented literate of Persian 
poetry, who translated for 
the first time the Golestan 
of Sa‘di into Polish between 
1610 and 1625. The prob-
ability that the translation 
was made from a Turkish 
copy does not belittle its val-
ue as the first Polish trans-
lation from any Middle East-
ern language. Although the 
entire translation was not 
published until the 18th cen-
tury, poetic excerpts from 
the Golestan had become 
widely popular among Pol-
ish readers of pre-modern 
times.

The Persian garden is a renowned 
style of garden architecture, known 
for its unique design and structure. It 
is one of the oldest and most import-
ant garden styles in the world, and is a 
popular attraction for foreign tourists 
visiting Iran. Key features of this style 
include a central building known as a 
koshk, water streams flowing through 
the garden, and the presence of plants, 
trees, and a pool. The garden is typical-
ly enclosed by high walls and may also 
include separate summer and winter 
buildings.
If you also incorporate delicate and ar-
tistic plaster, brick, mirror, and lattice 
works into the buildings and architec-
tural elements of Iranian gardens, you 
will find out why they are so popular 
among foreign tourists. Paradise is a 
word that has been borrowed from 
Persian (pardis) into English and 
French, and it is used to mean heaven, 
showing the beauty and magnificence 
of Iranian gardens.
The Iranian Art Museum Garden, locat-
ed in the Elahieh neighborhood of Teh-
ran and covering an approximate area 
of one hectare, is one of the examples 
of these gardens. It was built in 1931, 
featuring the architectural style of that 
period.
Speaking in an exclusive interview with 
Iran Daily, Ebrahim Kamali, director of 

the Iranian Art Museum Garden, said 
that this beautiful site has been op-
erated as a museum garden since the 
spring of 2007, following the renova-
tions that were carried out inside it.
He added that among the general pub-
lic, this museum garden has become 
famous because of the beautiful repli-
cas of famous tourist attractions of Iran 
that have been installed there.
These replicas, which were built in 
Italy in the 1970s and installed in the 
museum garden in 2006, include mod-
els of Chehel Sotoun and Hasht Behesht 
palaces of Isfahan, the Fin Garden of 
Kashan, Qabus Tower of Gonbad-e 
Qabus in Golestan Province, Naqsh-e 
Rostam in Fars Province, Saint Thad-
deus Cathedral (Qareh Kelisa) Church 
of Chaldoran in West Azarbaijan Prov-
ince, the Tomb of Daniel of Shush in 
Khuzestan Province, Sultanieh Dome 
of  Zanjan and Shams-ol-Emareh Edi-
fice, Milad Tower and Azadi Tower in 
Tehran.

He noted that the works selected for 
Tehran’s First International Sculpture 
Symposium have been installed in the 
museum garden, thereby contributing 
to its artistic richness.
Kamali asserted that museums hold a 
significant position in numerous coun-
tries across the globe, as they contrib-
ute to the advancement of their culture, 
contemporary art, and the conserva-
tion of the remnants of their respective 
regions’ civilizations.
He said that the primary structure of 
the garden, known as Negarkhaneh-ye 
Pardis, regularly showcases exhibitions 
of visual art created by both local and 
international artists, as well as hosting 
a variety of art and handicraft work-
shops throughout the year.
“In order to encourage collaboration 
between Iranian artists and those 
from abroad, we have made it a prior-
ity to organize exhibitions that feature 
international artworks. We are proud 
to have successfully hosted two exhi-

bitions that showcased the artistic cre-
ations of Swiss and Mexican artists,” he 
observed. 
He stressed the significance of art in 
promoting interaction and unity be-
tween nations, highlighting that in to-
day’s world, it is essential to acknowl-
edge and appreciate diverse cultures 
and traditions to bring authenticity 
to human life. Additionally, he empha-
sized that art is the most powerful tool 
for human development and progress 
in the contemporary world.
He continued that art serves as a uni-
versal language of communication 
between various cultures, and giving 
it serious attention in our lives can 
lead to the creation of a better world 
– one in which peace is highly valued 
and discrimination, whether hidden 
or obvious, is eliminated from human 
experience.
“We are delighted that tourists are en-
joying their visit to this museum gar-
den, leading to positive interaction be-

tween locals and foreign visitors. This 
has fostered mutual understanding and 
appreciation of each other’s cultures.”
“This cultural dialogue is the most im-
portant thing that is intended to hap-
pen in the Iranian Art Museum Garden, 
and we aim to host prominent artists 
from around the world and hold joint 
exhibitions and programs here in col-
laboration with foreign embassies,” he 
said.
Kamali highlighted the crucial role of 
art and historical museums in shap-
ing human identity and evolution. He 
expressed optimism that the Iranian 
Art Museum Garden can attain the re-
quired standards across all domains to 
accomplish these objectives.
“Over the next three months, we have 
planned a range of events that align 
with the goals and policies of the mu-
seum. These include a program to hon-
or the country’s top artists, as well as 
cultural exhibitions and gatherings,” he 
concluded.

The above is a lightly edited version of part of a chapter entitled, ‘From Armchair Literates to Art Historians’, from a book entitled, ‘The Shaping of Persian Art: Collections and Interpretations 
of the Art of Islamic Iran and Central Asia’ edited by Yuka Kadoi and Iván Szántó, published by Cambridge Scholars Publishing.
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