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Introduction

The question mark after A‘lami’s date of birth might seem
strange given the fact she lived until as recently as 2003; but in
an interview granted to and recorded by Hamid Ahmadr as part
of an oral history project, A‘lami, when asked about her date of
birth, says, “If you want to know the truth, I don’t know exactly
when, but I think in the Georgian calendar it should be 1921. I
am going as far back as 1921 in order not to tell a [wrong] date
which could make me younger w50 63,55 S 45 0,80 Sl o0 Y7
The interviewer, Hamid Ahmadi, however, mentions 1922 as the
year of her birth on the website of the Research Association for
Iranian Oral History.> On the other hand, when mentioning her
as one of the past lecturers of Persian (from 1963 to 1980) at the
Humboldt University in East Berlin, the late Professor Manfred
Lorenz (1929-2017) gives the exact dates of birth and death as
“18.11.1926-18.12.2003.” His article had appeared in Spektrum
Iran, a journal published by the Cultural Counsellor of the Em-
bassy of the Islamic Republic of Iran in Germany; therefore, the
dates given must reflect both the official data in the archives of
the university, to which Professor Lorenz had had access, and
the data available to the Iranian Embassy. And yet, this does
not mean that we should not give more weight to A‘lami’s own
words in the interview. Wrong dates of birth were quite common
on Iranian identity documents (for a variety of reasons) and still
are, especially on refugee passports.* Still, Markaz-i Bar-rasi-yi



Asnad-i Tarikhi (The Center of Historical Documents Survey)
gives 1303 (1924/1925) as her date of birth.

Figure 1: Portrate of Shahnaz A‘lami

A‘lami was born in the city of Na’in, roughly 150 kilometers
east of Isfahan; her first name was Tuba but she used the name
Shahnaz from an early age. Her parents were originally from
the nearby village of Cham, where they possessed some land
and used it as their resort. It was in Cham that A‘lam1 learned
first-hand about the poverty and misery of peasant families, in
particular women, who were being exploited and mistreated.
She made friends with their children as a child and felt closer to
them than to her own family, as described in various anecdotes
in her book S sls euie (‘Uqdah’ha-yi zindagi; The Complex-
es [or Enigmas] of Life), as here in the introductory note, titled
“Kudaki” (Childhood):

If today, after the passage of several decades, I am writing
about certain feelings and events from my youth, it is not
with the purpose of making known to others my own life
story but rather because these were the pulse-beats of my
painful times, and they had drawn me and many others who
passionately cared for the deprived people, onto political
pathways.

'See the Research Association
for Iranian Oral History (www.
iranianoralhistory.de/).

*www.iranianoralhistory.de/
English/Englich-free/Vid-
eo_Oral_History.html#alami_
(accessed 28 July 2022).

*Manfred Lorenz, ,,Zur Iranis-
tik in Berlin, in Spektrum
Iran, 26. JG. Nr. 1-—2013, 56.

“A question mark might be
needed for her first name too.
In a footnote added by the
editor Bahram Chubine in
Yad'ha va namah’ha (Reminis-
cences and Letters), Maryam
Firaz is cited as having said
that A‘lam’s first name was
originally sk (Tba) and that
she changed it to Shahnaz later
in Tehran. Shahnaz A‘lami
(with Bahram Chubine),
Yad'ha va namah'ha (K6lIn:
Mehr Verlag, 2004), 76. Using
the Abbreviation iU.).4 (T.
A. Na’1ni) for the poet’s name
in her Barguzidah-yi Ash‘ar
(Selected Poems), published in
Tehran in 1381 (2002/2003), is
also an indication.

*https:/historydocuments.
org/sanad/?page=show_docu-
ment&id=qoqlwwmy68g
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None of the life accounts written here are pure phantasy
or made-up stories: These people did exist and they have
names, and many of them may still be alive ...

I was passionately attracted to them and was dissolved in
them in the same way that a [rain]drop mingles with the sea.®

Her father, an active supporter of the constitutional movement,
later became the head of the Office of Justice (Ra’1s-1 ‘Adliyah)
in Isfahan, and the stories he narrated to the family each day af-
ter work about the social injustices and corruption that he had to
deal with in his job were another source of influence in forming
the character of his young daughter.” At a time when sending
girls to school was not yet very common in Iran, Shahnaz was
sent to school even before reaching the age of five. She had
to finish the last year of high school in Tehran at Namiis high
school. She recalls that the period of schooling was only for
eleven years in those years, and that she had been able to finish
even earlier, completing the tenth and eleventh grades in just
one year.?

Upon returning to Isfahan, she was adamant to find a job and
become financially independent despite all the threats and pres-
sure from both the family (whom she had to keep in the dark
for as long as she could) and society. She was finally one of the
only three women in Isfahan employed as accountant at a bank;
another of these three, very interestingly, was the poet Zhaleh
Esfahant (born Ethel Soltani, 1921-2007). Both of them later
joined the Tudeh Party and had to go into exile subsequently.

Unlike Zhaleh, however, Shahnaz did not succeed in becoming
widely known as an established poet. When she died in Berlin
in 2003, Iranians in the diaspora mainly mentioned her (if they
did at all) as an instructor and founder of the Persian school
“Parvin” in Berlin, or they focused on her role as an activist for
women’s rights. While these are all true, she herself, as she has
said and written so often, would have loved to be mentioned
first and foremost as a poet. (Ironically, it is her archenemy,



Noureddin Kianouri, who, in an attempt to belittle her role in
the Tudeh Party, says, “She was a poet and merely wrote po-
ems.”) Kianouri, the general secretary of the Tudeh Party from
1979 to 1984, had even accused her of having worked as a spy
for SAVAK and persuaded the GDR—i.e., East Germany, where
she resided—to expel her and send her to West Berlin. The pres-
ent article does not intend to further discuss this accusation or
take sides; we only know that A‘lam1 vehemently denied such
accusations and many believed her.'

The book Zanan-i Sha‘ir-i Iran (Women Poets of Iran), which,
it ought to be noted, is not a very serious anthology, was pub-
lished in 1995 in Tehran and introduces 325 contemporary po-
etesses in over a thousand pages. One finds among them mon-
archists (like Shams-ul-Multik Mu sahab, a senator under the
Shah, hardly known as a poet), leftists (like Zhaleh Esfahani
or Mina Asadi), active members of the banned Iranian Writers’
Association [IWA] (like Batul Azizpur and STmin Behbahani),
but no mention of A‘lami. The reason for this omission cannot
be owing to any political considerations. A ‘lami was simply not
known to the editor, and she was not on the whole, in spite
of having published many poems in different journals since
late 1940s, considered a first rank poet whose name or works
stood out as much as a poet like her friend Zhaleh Esfahani’s—
let alone more prominent poets among women like Parvin
E‘tesami, Forugh Farrokhzad, or Stmin Behbahani. Another an-
thology, no more serious than the previous one, was compiled
by Seyyed Mohammad-Bager Borqa‘T in 1993 in six volumes.
Titled Sukhanvaran-i Nami-yi Mu‘asir-i Iran (Iran’s Prominent
Contemporary Poets), it introduces 702 poets in over 4000 pag-
es. This is an expansion of a three-volume anthology the editor
had published from 1950 to 1955. The anthology is arranged
alphabetically and one expects A‘lami to be in the first volume,
but she has not been included. Only when the editor decides to
add six more complementary volumes (volumes 7-12, approx-
imately 4700 pages) to his anthology in 2006, does A‘lamt fi-
nally find inclusion in the seventh volume, and with six poems.

“Noureddin Kianouri, Guft-
o-gii ba tarikh—musahiba ba
Kianouri—matn-i kamil (Teh-
ran: Mu’assasah-i Mutala‘at va
Pizhuhishha-yi Siyasi, 2007),
124.

19See Noureddin KianourT,
Khatirat-i Noureddin KianourT
(Tehran: Ittila’at, 1992),
485-86; A‘lami, Yad'ha va
namah’ha , 99-101.
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2A‘lami, Yad'ha va namah’ha,
69.
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Asked by Bahram Choubine about Zhaleh Esfahani and their
friendship, A‘lam1 says:

Zhaleh is a very prolific poet and can write poems in any
situation. I envy her, because I can’t do the same. When I’'m
impacted and struck by something directly, I can write about
it in the form of a poem. That’s why most of my poems are
about separation from homeland and the like. They asked
me once in the Tashkilat-i Zanan [*Women’s Organization,’
or the Democratic Organization of Iranian Women—the
women’s wing of the Tudeh Party] to write a poem, and I
said I couldn’t. They reprimanded me! I can’t write a poem
when this or that person orders me to. My poem is a product
of my feelings and I always have my own style.!!

She is implying that Zhaleh was the kind of poet that she her-
self could not be, i.e., Zhaleh’s poems were presumably less
sincere and had more the nature of mere versification of the
topics dictated to her by the party. Had this been the case, one
would have expected A‘lami to be a more successful poet with
more recognition than Zhaleh, while the opposite seems to be
true. A closer look at these two poets, their lives and activities,
and the reasons for the varying degrees of recognition that they
enjoyed, could be the subject of another research.

The Tudeh Party, Women’s Rights, and Three Books of
Poems

A‘lam1 became a member of the Tudeh Party in Isfahan and was
arrested there when the party was banned (after an attempt on
the Shah’s life on 4 February 1949) and the persecution of its
members began. She spent more than a year in jail;'? the last few
episodes/anecdotes in her ‘Uqdah’'ha-yi zindagt show her im-
pressions of this jail, which she calls “a large university.”'* She
moved later to Tehran and became more actively involved in
Tashkilat-i Zanan and married Mahmud Zhandi [Mahmud Hey-
dari-MalayerT, 1923-2006], a leading figure who worked under



the cover of a journalist and published the pro-Tudeh newspa-
per Bi-sii-yi Ayandah (Towards the Future). During these years,
and before she had to flee from Iran following the 1953 Coup,
A‘lami published poems that mostly described the miseries of
the poor in the country, and these appeared in the newspapers
and magazines published by Tudeh sympathisers, among them
the satirical weekly Chilingar published by Mohammad-‘Ali
Afrashteh. She also wrote short articles and reports (like the
report of her trip to Moscow, where she had been invited for a
visit as a poet along with fifteen others),'* some of which were
published in Bi-sii-yi Ayandah.

During her years of exile with her daughter in East Germany
(while her husband was in jail in Iran), A‘lam1 was active in
the Women'’s International Democratic Federation (WIDF) and
also studied at Humboldt University, where she took her PhD
in Persian literature, writing her dissertation on the poet Parvin
E‘tesami. In the WIDF, she served as a representative to the
United Nations Commission on the Status of Women and as
chair of the Subcommittee on Human Rights (1973-77). She
played an important role in the organization of the International
Women'’s Year in 1975. At the same time, she was a lecturer of
Persian at Humboldt, working together with the author and fel-
low-Tudeh member Bozorg Alavi. In hindsight, she later regret-
ted having not dedicated her time to poetry instead of politics.
“I lived in East Germany for twenty-five years,” she says, “and
could not publish a single line of poetry”'>—by which she must
mean a decrease in her productivity as a poet.

A‘lami decided rather late, only after being expelled to West
Berlin from the East, to publish her writings and poems as
books. The first book, S sls eie (‘Uqdah’ha-yi zindagi; The
Complexes [or Enigmas] of Life), was published in 1982 (re-
printed in 1983), and it is comprised of twenty short episodes
based on memories from childhood until after her imprison-
ment in Iran, the majority of them being about two pages long
and written loosely as short stories/anecdotes, describing very

“A‘lami, Yad'ha va namah’ha,
87.

A‘lami, Yad'ha va namah’ha,
103.
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realistically the life of poor people around her and her family
(peasants, labourers, servants, and the like), with a special focus
on the plight of girls and women in a backward society. These
anecdotes, written in a simple language to make them accessi-
ble to the less educated also, can sometimes be quite moving,
but one does not see much effort used to shape them into artis-
tically more serious short stories.

A‘lam1’s poems are to be found in three books. The first of them
is (o $ASs (Dihkadah-’i Cham; The Village Cham), a book of
220 pages (and seventy-one poems) published in Bonn in 1986.
The copyright page also mentions the book as the first volume
of the author’s collected poems. However, when A ‘lami’s next
book of poems is published in 1991 (see below), there is no
mention of that book being the second volume of collected po-
ems.

Figure 2: Book cover of Dihkadah-"i Cham; The Village Cham, 1986 bonn

The poems in Dihkadah-"i Cham are not dated, and one cannot



be sure if they have been arranged in any relatively chronologi-
cal order; only the first poem is titled “1365 [1986] New Year’s
Prayers,” while the Iranian date mentioned for the book’s pub-
lication is 1364. She may have been welcoming a year that had
not started yet. After a most flattering note by the publisher,
we read A‘lami’s own emotional preface in two pages. “I am a
true child of my own generation,” she says in the beginning. I
was born in the vicinity of the desert.”!® The preface seems to
be largely addressed to readers in Iran, complaining as it does
about homesickness and begging for understanding and accep-
tance. A ‘lami1 explains why she has decided to publish the book:

O3 A (Sl 5 oy 58 (s a3 55 45 B oy 0T 235 LS ol o
B3 Bl canl Hdds &S Ll B, (..»/J&a.a

I fear that the time might have arrived for me to sink into the
abyss of nonexistence, that is why [ wish, despite the imperfec-
tion of my writing talents, to share and display the waves of my
anxious soul."”

She concludes her preface by saying:

Dear [readers], be aware that this ‘prisoner’ has had no capital
but ‘your love’ ... and has sought no aid or favour from any
court but that of your affection.

Alas, that this pilgrim of your ‘abode of affection,’ in her efforts
to find a way to the “w > olg>"" (world of salvage) was doomed
to be trapped in ‘=L’ (darkness) and not only found no ‘water
of life’ there [a reference to the story of Khidr] but found herself
sadly engulfed in the “@J > o153 (whirlpool or abyss of
bitter truths) and was lost.

Nevertheless, this passionate seeker of your affection, who be-
came a captive to the ‘0,5’ (devils), never broke her bond with
‘light,” which is your ‘crystal soul’ and will never break it, be-
cause she followed ‘yls=° (God).

Now she is dedicating her book of poems to you.

1*Shahnaz A ‘lami, Dihkadah-"i
Cham (Bonn: Hafiz-Verlag,
1986), 11.

7A‘lami, Dihkadah-"i Cham,
11.
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Forgive the shortcomings, for these are not poems, but merely
delirium.®

Apart from mentioning her homesickness, she manages here to
hint at different things indirectly: 1) She sees now not just the
Tudeh Party but the whole ideology of Communism as some
abyss; 2) she defends herself against allegations of betrayal of
her country or the people; 3) she still loves the people; 4) the
word 022 (yazdan, God) has some Zoroastrian associations,
especially when we consider other references to light and dark-
ness, and from here on, in this book and more clearly in the
books that follow, we see some signs of affinity with Zoroas-
trian faith and its symbols, most clearly in these lines from a
ghazal:
S g g Lo 01
S5 o OB el S

O my Iran! I worship your fire-temple;
You are the precious treasure of my forefathers."”

Figure 3: A‘lami poetry in Persian language

About a quarter of the poems in this book (sixteen of them)
have been written in traditional forms, a few more using dif-
ferent stanzaic forms, but the majority are free verse (meaning



Nimaic or free verse in meters), which must be a later develop-
ment in her poetic experiments, although a few of them (about
ten) totally avoid the use of meters. Interestingly, she shows
relatively more competence when writing in traditional forms,
which is characteristic of many of the poets of her generation.

The poem “Dar Bagh-i Digaran” (In Others’ Garden) begins
with the lines:

!Q\in: &L 4

35 St 5 528

s 5 Ak 5ok

1)

PU 5 obr & anell

s S5 @ e b (S50 SO

O garden of others!

You are full of flowers, heart-robbing and colorful
Fruit-laden, magnificent and beautiful!

But

However [sic.], | swear to your life, O garden!

There’s not a single hair from my garden on your body.*

9 IZ = ‘u
5».‘ é“'

Figure 4: A‘lami poetry in Persian language

The rest of the poem is a praise of the beauties of the poet’s own

20A‘lam1, Dihkadah-’i Cham,
129.

10
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garden and its superiority when compared to the garden of ‘oth-
ers.” Her own garden is clearly where she grew up in Iran (refer-
ences to pomegranates making it unmistakably clear); and one
might assume that by the garden of others she simply means the
country of her exile, but is it East Berlin or the West? Two po-
ems that are among the masterpieces of modern Persian poetry,
namely, “Darvag” (Tree-Frog) by Nima Yushij, written in the
1950s, and “Piyvand-ha va Bagh” (Graftings and the Garden)
by Mehdi Akhavan-Sales, written in 1962, are both compari-
sons of the poet’s garden/farm/home with that of the neighbour,
both poets finding the neighbour’s superior and enviable. What
they meant in those poems by the neighbour’s garden/home,
using a coded, symbolic language (to evade state censorship),
was the Soviet Union and a just social system. A‘lami was cer-
tainly aware of those poems and may have tried to convey the
opposite here, albeit in a rather weak poem.

The poem “Faryad” (Cry, alas) belongs to the genre of “political
ghazal” and, though undated, shows through images and refer-
ences that it was written in the years after the Iran-Iraq War and
after a wave of arrests and executions in Iran in the first half of
the 1980s, close to the publication of the book. Some lines from
the poem:
oLty 5L 5 6K 5L 3
O35z oo o 5 ol 2w 5 Ol

S aty a TaxsS o jhgnls 0aSssl
FOLS 0uSasle a ez 51 oy O]

S 5ol S w azis Ol 45 |
Ol de s s (65150 S 02

Q}:.:ﬁ K:AM‘ a\:; L% &Tw\u_ﬁ J;)).B

59 A w0 Oler 95 Sl Sz
Obla 35S e b 59,0



O the pain, the strangers and acquaintances alike!
Yazdan’s temple ruined by fighting and oppression.

Is the fire-temple extinguished now? What has happened?
Why does my Iran now resemble a house of mourning?
With so many young people buried, the whole of Iran
now resembles a gravestone.

That’s my son thrown into the well like Bizhan;

that’s my son thrown in prison.

Once [the mythological] Zahhak needed two youths to be sacri-

ficed for him each day,

now he is demanding that the people deliver him thousands.*'

w"}‘fﬁ’ 2 s L-)L:'f,v"ly;;.'bi;’l_./'
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Figure 5: A‘lami poetry in Persian language

In 1991 A‘lami published the book _jlu> sls «I5 (Taranah’ha-yi
juda’t; Songs of Separation) in Saarbriicken, a book of eighty-
eight ghazals in 190 pages. The word separation sets the tone
for these mostly melancholic poems, and it is again separation
from Iran which comes first to mind, but it should be noted
that her second husband, Eckhardt Fichtner, had passed away
some years earlier, in 1988. The book is dedicated to Fichtner’s
memory, who had been a professor at Humboldt University, and
this ‘separation’ could also have played a role in writing at least

some of these poems.

2 A‘lami, Dihkadah-’i Cham,

12



2See A‘lami, Taranah’ha-yi
juda’t (Saarbriicken: Navid,
1991), 125.

2A‘lami, Taranah'ha-yi juda’i,
83.

A ‘lami, Taranah'ha-yi juda’t,
89.

%A ‘lami, Taranah'ha-yi juda’i,
127.

2°A‘lami, Taranah'ha-yi juda’t,
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Though not quite free of signs of weakness in poetic diction
or syntax or occasionally even in using the meters,? the reader
can read most of them with some satisfaction and find here and
there some gems also—some very successful couplets, such as
the following:

Plr S dals Gl 5 b b as

If my gem finds no purchaser, I wouldn’t care;
the value of gold wouldn’t decrease if people don’t know what
it’s worth.?

35 03,50 |y pl oot 4ok o
o 735 4 o 051

Songs of a lifetime had been pressing my throat;
now they’re dripping on the page drop by drop.**

SIS b o 5 0 O 1
A\YV) M)LS},.« ohsle L; 45)[3.) QT)J

May God keep my insanity from the evil eye
in the land where you have to deal with sane people.?

The reader who is familiar with A‘lam1’s life and what she has
been through can occasionally find coded references hidden in
images showing how the accusations of once-comrades like
Kianour1 had hurt her:

ol o ity 4SSl ]
33 0L ez 5l gl ades

These wounds upon my back
are a gift from the dagger of friends.?



In 1381 £2002/2003), about a year before she died, the book ;:IZ;:EZIZP;?J&?T;M
D=l 53 S 5 (Barguzidah-yi ash‘ar; Selected Poems) was pub- T
lished in Tehran; the poet’s name is mentioned as .Ul L (T. A.
Na’ini), while “Shahnaz A ‘lam1” is added in brackets. “T” here
stands for Tuba, her official first name. Publication of the book
was apparently arranged by her daughter, as mentioned on the
copyright page, and it would seem that A ‘lamT herself had little
control over, or little chance of, proofreading, as the clumsy ar-
rangement of the poems shows: inclusion of non-ruba‘ls among
the ruba‘is,” the placement of some shorter poems (quatrains)
together as one poem,” and the like.

A ‘lami, Taranah’ha-yi juda’i,
199-200.

Figure 6: Book cover of Barguzidah-yi ash‘ar; Selected Poems

The book opens with a short congratulatory note by Zabihollah
Safa, a well-known scholar of Persian literature, who also lived
in Germany. The note is dated 5 April 1997, which means that
preparations for the publication of the book had started a few
years earlier. Safa, who died in 1999, did not live to see the
publication of the book, and his short note is not especially flat-

14
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tering and shows his disapproval of some of the poems written
in non-traditional forms.

The book Barguzidah-’i ash‘ar has eighty-seven poems (or
206, if we count each ruba ‘T and quatrain—in one case, 121 of
them grouped together under one title—separately); of these,
twenty-eight had already been published in her first book of
poems Dihkadah-’i Cham and twenty of them in Taranah'ha-yi
juda’i, but the rest of them were being published here for the
first time in book form. Whether some of them had appeared
earlier in magazines is hard to say without thorough research.
On the other hand, it is safe to say that A‘lamf still has more po-
ems, possibly many more, that have not been included in these
three books. For instance, the poems that can be found in the
satirical weekly Chilingar, or the six poems found by Borqa‘l
and included in the seventh volume of Sukhanvaran-i Nami-yi
Mu‘asir-i Iran (2006), are not in these three books.

Other Writings

A‘lam1’s earlier years of collaboration with different publica-
tions of the Tudeh Party or other journals have given a journal-
istic character to some of her shorter articles. They are meant to
be informative, or entertaining, or both; but they are usually not
meant as serious academic research. A selected list of such arti-
cles (see below) will show the range of topics she was interested
in writing about. Naqsh-i zan-i [rant dar adab-i Fars1 (The Role
of the Iranian Woman in Persian Literature), published in 1993
as a book, is in fact a longer article (about forty pages in length)
appearing with its German translation (or, possibly originally
written in German and then translated into Persian).

A‘lam1 has written and published in German also. Some of
these works are articles written during her years at Humboldt
University, first as a PhD student and later as a lecturer. Togeth-
er with Klaus Timm, she published in 1976 the book Die mus-
limische Frau zwischen Tradition und Fortschritt—Frauenfrage



und Familienentwicklung in Agypten und Iran (Muslim Woman
between Tradition and Progress—The Women’s Question and
Family Development in Egypt and Iran). The book is comprised
of two long articles only; Timm writes about women and family
in Egyp,t and A‘lam1 writes about Parvin E‘tesami in her arti-
cle, titled “Iranische Dichterinnen im Streben nach Emanzipa-
tion und Fortschritt—Die Dichterin Parwin E‘tesami” (Iranian
Women Poets in Pursuit of Emancipation and Progress—The
Poet Parvin E‘tesami). This is a well-researched article of over
seventy pages, written in line with the dominant trend in literary
criticism as approved and encouraged in East European coun-
tries in those years.
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