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Roberto Toscano

From a guest of Persian culture.
As Ambassador of Italy, I have been in this country for over three years. Although my tour of duty in Iran is not yet over, I believe it is possible to draw a provisional balance of my experience, to try to convey to the readers of this prestigious journal what I could call “reflections of a guest of Persian culture”. 

At the very start, a disclaimer is in order. I cannot in any way consider myself an expert of such culture, or even someone who has a thorough knowledge nor original insights. To my regret, if not shame, I have not been able to find the time to learn your rich, beautiful and not so impervious language. What I will write here, therefore, should be taken as a modest set of impressions.
Usually people, both Iranians and foreigners, like to stress the ancient roots of this culture as being its defining trait. Indeed, this is a fundamental, characteristic aspect of what Iranian culture is all about. The country is a paradise for archeologists, and – in what is one of the many similarities with my country, Italy -  it is enough to plunge a spade into the ground to hit some incredible archeological trove. Persepolis and Isfahan are the most extraordinary gems, the most astounding examples of the pre-Islamic and Islamic roots of the great culture of this unique country. Personally, however, I think that there is another place that deserves to be visited and enjoyed as a message from the distant past: Yazd. For some reason that I am not able to explain, Yazd seems to me to transmit, more than other places I saw in Iran, shapes, colors, suggestions that take us back to a distant past, that help us understand that we are in a country of ancient culture, ancient glories and original achievements. A country that rightly feels it has a duty to preserve its heritage both for its own citizens and for the world. Let me add, here, that it is for me a cause of great pride and satisfaction, as Italian ambassador, to note that the planning of an ambitious project of restructuring of what is the main depository of such heritage, the Iran Bastan Museum, sees the cooperation of top Iranian and Italian experts.
What is remarkable about Iran, however, is much more that this. It would indeed be misleading to relegate the country to its ancient glories, to consider it a glorious archeological site. Cultures are living things, not just a set of preserved objects and cherished traditions. Culture is what the past contributes to the present, what previous generations entrust to the new ones. 
The uniqueness of Iran is that it is an ancient and a young country at the same time, and that it is a country that cannot afford to  linger on past glories to the detriment of elaborating and implementing projects for the future. 

Thus when I say “Iranian culture” I do not only think of the beauties of Isfahan, of the splendor of Persepolis, of the mysterious charm of Yazd, of the treasures of the Iran Bastan museum – but also of its science, of its universities, of the determination of its intellectuals to be contemporary, forward-looking, innovative.  Allow me to say something  that might sound daring and unusual: for me Iranian culture is as much Persepolis as it is Sharif University.

But there is another essential characteristic that defines the culture of this country: its cosmopolitan amplitude. Just as it is wrong to contrast the reverence and custody of the past on one hand and the projection toward the future on the other,  Iranian culture proves that pride in one’s own achievements, allegiance to one’s own nation and people, attachment to one’s own traditions must not entail closing our borders and our minds to a fruitful exchange with other cultures. The richness of Persian history testifies to this very peculiar gift of the Iranian people: the capacity not only to produce, but to exchange culture. One starts being able to assess this phenomenon when one reads of the remarkably fruitful exchanges – much more than battles and conquests -  with Rome and Greece (with Western and Eastern rumis), or when one explores the manifold contributions of Iranian  thought to the most profound achievement of Islamic philosophy. 
This is a culture which through the centuries gave a lot and took, and re-elaborated, a lot in a continuous exchange with the whole world. As an Italian, I especially like to mention Sicily, a Mediterranean island where historians, studying the achievements of the period of Arab domination, have found the traces of marvelous Persian gardens and of that incredible creation of Iranian engineering genius, the qanats.  

But why talk only about the past?  The very strong, very peculiar skill of Iranians in relating to other cultures, in establishing strong links of mutually fruitful cultural exchange, are proved by the excellence of your students, frequently gaining top prizes in international competitions and winning prestigious scholarships, and also by the achievements of Iranians who have migrated and live in many different countries, including those that are most advanced scientifically and technologically.

As I said, I do not read nor speak Farsi. This very serious limitation has prevented me from having the possibility to enjoy directly the fruits of you literature, especially your poetry. But let me say that often – in particular when my embassy organized bilingual readings of poetry – it has been for me a great aesthetic experience to listen to Persian poetry being read. Though not understanding the meaning of the words, I was thoroughly enjoying the beautiful rhytms, the melodious flow of the language, the lyrical and epical passages. The same happened to me when I had the chance to go to the theater to watch remarkable works such as director Pari Saberi’s Leili and Majnoon. In spite of my linguistic handicap, the experience was absolutely valuable and pleasant.

It is much easier for me to benefit from the creation of another aspect of Iranian culture, cinema. As a matter of fact it was indeed through cinema that I, as many other Italians and in general Europeans, have had my first contacts with Iranian culture. Coming to this country, and being a cinema lover, I have particularly enjoyed the great privilege of meeting several of your directors: Kiarostami, Sinai, Panahi, Shafii, Farmanara, Majidi, Milani, Hekmat, Haghighi. I am convinced that Iranian cinema has a great role to play: that of reaching audiences worldwide, and of sending them what in many cases is the first message from a culture that, for reasons that have nothing to do with culture, is often insufficiently known, and sometimes totally ignored. What I mean is that your film directors are the first messengers of Iranian culture, the first to tell the world that in this country there is a vital culture, and an extraordinary set of artists. That it is a country that educated people all over the world should know more about, should travel to.

Culture speaks through words, but also through forms. For those who, as myself, do not master the words of your language, forms become even more important. 
Painters and sculptors are therefore to me, together with film directors, the main source of knowledge and appreciation of Iranian culture. Shapes and colors do not need translation, they are universal. And what is striking, in Iran, is the presence of extraordinary contemporary artists whose works are at the same time rooted in the culture of this country and able to speak to other cultures, to be shown and appreciated in the top galleries and museums worldwide. 
This country benefits from so many of these “ambassadors of culture”. It should be proud of them, cherish them.

In this context, architecture has a very peculiar role to play. It is indeed one of the main fields in which traditions and modernity, the national and the global, carry on a constant dialogue, mix and combine to produce results that are original. It is the meeting point of art and construction, of beauty and functionality, of individual creativity and social purpose. Together with a group of Iranian and Italian architects, in 2004 I promoted a colloquium – the first of a series on cultural themes - on architecture and urban issues. We called it : “Being Contemporary Toward the Future: Architecture and Thought in Iran.”  To me, it was the best possible introduction to Iranian culture, and also to the great future potential, and not only the strong roots and present achievements, of Italian-Iranian cultural links.

But let me conclude with a personal note. Not only do I cherish Persian culture. I live in it. The Italian residence in Farmanieh is, indeed, a quintessential Persian garden or, to refer to the Persian roots of the word, a paradise. The graceful XIX-century building where my wife and I have the privilege to live, and the splendid garden remind us every day of what Persian culture is: it is love for nature - for plants and flowers and birds - but a nature that we can never just enjoy and take it for granted, but  has to be protected from the harsh winds of the also beautiful but invasive desert, that has to be provided with the gift of gifts, water. 
I am happy that the government of Italy bought that property in 1940, and I am also proud that now we are the custodians, and not just the owners, of a jewel of Persian culture and tradition. When I invite Iranian personalities and personal friends to my residence, I feel I am inviting them in my home but also in theirs. 

My experience in this country and this culture is not over yet, and I hope to be able to benefit from it for some more time. I can already say, however, that this has been a unique, and uniquely valuable, experience. 

Iran and its culture have added much to my intellectual “baggage”. 
This guest of Persian culture will leave, one day, full of admiration and gratitude.
