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poetry not for the expected usual reasons such as invoking lyr-
icism, descriptions of nature, or mystical aspirations, but rather
to depict her personal condition, her agonies, her private rela-
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her life. As such, Zhalah’s poetry is unique in the rich history of
Persian poetry.
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Figure 1: Portrait of Zhalah Qa’im-Maqami



Zhalah was born into the cultured Qa’im-Maqam Farahant fam-
ily. Her mother was the daughter of the famous minister, Mirza
Abu’l-Qasim Qa’im-Magam-i Farahani (1779-1835), a poet
and writer, and prime minister under Muhammad Shah Qajar (r.
1834-1848). Farahani is credited with the simplification of Ar-
abicized Persian prose, which had become hard for an ordinary
Persian reader to understand. Zhalah was educated from early on
in life. As she states in her poetry, she began her education at the
age of five, following the traditional curriculum in subjects such
as grammar, philosophy, Persian, and Arabic.? Due to financial
problems, her father gave her hand in marriage to ‘Ali Murad
Khan, a man in his forties, when Zhalah was only sixteen years
old. She was against this marriage and this subject is a leitmotif
in her poetry, in which she blames her parents. Zhalah criticised
her husband and left him within two years.® She called this a
“political marriage.” The period in question was an unhappy
one, something she refers to on many occasions in her poetry.
On top of this, Zhalah’s mother died, and only thirty-nine days
later her father also passed away.* When she left her husband’s
house for her parental home, she was confronted with a brother
addicted to drugs and alcohol. On top of all of these tragedies,
Zhalah was not allowed to see her son again for twenty-seven
years. After their reunion they lived together. This son was Hu-
sayn Pizhman-i Bakhtiyart (1900-1974), a prominent poet and
translator who is known for his poetry on human dignity, his
lyricism and, above all, his patriotism. His poem “Iranzamin,”
with the following opening couplet, is one of his most famous:
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Even if Iran is naught but a wasteland,

I am in love with this wasteland.’

'This article is based on my
introduction in Mirror of Dew:
The Poetry of Alam-Taj Zhale
Qa’em-Maqami (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press,
ILEX Foundation Series,
2014).

2See the couplet, “I went to
school to read and write. / 1
was less than five years old,
no more.”

*It is not clear when Zhalah left
her husband. It was certainly
after the birth of their son
Pizhman because afterwards
she did not see her son for
twenty-seven years.
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Zhalah is one of the first women Persian poets whose poet-
ry expresses a female view, very different from that of other
modern-day poets such as Tahirah Qurrat al-*Ayn or other Per-
sian medieval poets such as Jahan Malik Khatiin (d.ca. 1382).°
There is hardly a single poem that would have the reader won-
dering whether the speaker was a man or a woman. Of course,
poetry should not be divided into categories such as male or
female as it is the text that matters most, yet in Zhalah’s case
this is important because her poetry is an example of the plight
of women in Persia. However, she did not write poetry for pub-
lication. However, hers is not a diary, intended to record the
events she experienced like that of her contemporaries such as
Taj al-Saltanah (c. 1884-1936), the daughter of the Qajar king,
Nasir al-Din Shah (r. 1848-1896). A generation of Persian wom-
en poets in this period composed poetry to display their talents,
exhibiting their cultural engagement and their education, in an
epoch in which female education was slowly becoming socially
accepted. We certainly see in the poetry of women poets of this
period how they see their personal condition, but the majority
of their poetry has not yet been published.

Asking for Male-Female Equality

This female voice is strengthened by subjects associated with
women in Persian culture at the turn of the twentieth century.
Several of these topics, such as the traditional Persian wedding
table, the ideal husband, the unborn child, reproaching one’s
husband, were treated by Zhalah for the first time in Persian.
Another subject category is that of poems in which she talks to
a soulless object such as a mirror, a Singer sewing machine, a
comb, a curler or a samovar. In addition, Zhalah offers us a con-
siderable number of poems in which she deals with various sub-
jects, ranging from political issues such as personal freedom,
patriotism, equality between men and women, social themes
such as love, marriage (forced marriage), and drug addiction,
to very personal topics such as the relationships between parent
and child, husband and wife, and personal reflections on her



condition in a patriarchal society.’

Perhaps the most prominent subjects Zhalah covers appear in
poems in which she analyses how people perceive the differ-
ences between men and women, referring to virtues such as

chastity and continence which are commonly expected from
women and not men. For instance, she says of longing:
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It is acceptable if a man goes mad, out of desire born of love
for a woman,

because he is a man and his affairs are above why and how.
However, if a slight lust finds its way into a woman’s mind,

even if killing her is not allowed under religious law, traditional
law allows it.

Her brother, father and husband are expected to kill her by
stoning,

It is wrong when a girl or woman loves a strange man.®

In another poem she states that men and women are created
equal, but one is free, the other is imprisoned in a sack:

by Zhinia Noorian, Sapling of
Hope: Parvin I'tisami (1907-
1941) and Her Poetry in the
Literary, Religious and Cultural
Context of Early 20th Century
Iran (Utrecht University,
Department of Philosophy and
Religious Studies, 2022).

"There are poets who refer to
such paraphernalia, but their
references are merely literary
and do not have a personal
function.

SAll of Zhalah’s poems

cited in this article come from
Seyed-Gohrab, Mirror of Dew,
85. On the notions of mahram
and na-mahram see S. Haeri,
Law of Desire: Temporary
Marriage in Shi’i Iran, Syr-
acuse, New York: Syracuse
University Press, 1989, 76-77.



°The image of a woman living
in a sack appears in the poetry
of Nizami, one of Zhalah’s
favourite poets.
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In the workshop of creation, men’s and women’s genuses were
the same.

But we spend our lives in a sack with a closed opening.’
Indeed, Zhalah is often occupied with the unequal treatment of
men and women in Persian culture. Several of her poems deal
with inequality, musing on why women are seen as inferior both
by religious laws and in traditional patriarchal culture. At times,
we witness her frustrations, and even anger.

Perhaps the most ferocious attack against men is the following
passage in which she severely criticises men who apparently
cite the Qur’an to reinforce their superiority to women. Here

Zhalah interprets the verses of the Qur’an as emphasising the
equality between men and women:
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This heavenly Book is yours: shame on you!

Here you are, this is the Islamic tradition: where can I find what
you are saying?

Did God ever sign the licence of injustice?
Did the Prophet ever want the race of women to be so wretched?

During the Prophet’s life, he put paradise under the feet of
women;

By this, he took something away from the race of men.

So long as the Prophet lived, he considered men and women as
equals.



Mirror of Dew, 87.
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Ah! Many rights that he gave to women are now trampled upon.

Even our divorce is in your hands, but if you know something
of religion,

You know, such as that divorce is annulled by the Essence of
God.

While there is the verse about “two, or three,” it’s followed by
“if you fear.”

The verse “you can never treat [them] fairly” is also God’s de-
cree.

How can a husband be fair to his wives

When one is ugly and old, and one is young and heart-ravish-
ing!

If the verse “two, or three” is part of your rights

The verse, “you can never treat [them] fairly” is our right.

Go and cast your eyes on this decree so that you will know that
this permission is subject to obeying an impossible command,
if you have sense and reason.'’

It is significant that Zhalah gives a poetic exegesis of the Qur’an.
By citing specific phrases, she criticises the way a patriarchal
society has interpreted these passages for centuries, burdening
women with emotional agony, not to speak of financial conse-
quences. In this passage it is Zhalah who unequivocally con-
demns polygamy, showing that the Qur’an has clearly made
polygamous marriage conditional. Zhalah does not criticise the
Qur’an but her interpretation of the Qur’anic phrases is clear as



one which “can never treat [them] fairly.”
Features of Her Poetry

Zhalah’s poetry is reflective in the sense that she contemplates
ethical issues, writing about the meaning of life, what happiness
means, and how death could be defeated in man’s life. While her
poetry focuses on her thoughts and feelings in relation to close
family members, one wonders why she couched these personal
subjects in the form of poetry. Why not in prose, by keeping a
diary? The eminent Persian literary historian, Ghulam-Husayn
Yasufi, surmises that Zhalah composed poetry to “calm her
vexed soul in isolation.”!" He continues, when a young, beauti-
ful, talented, poetic, artistic, an avid reader, became the wife of
an age-stricken husband, who treated her as a mere adjunct of
the house, it was evident in what situation she lived in a corner
of loneliness. '

Her isolation and poetry tempt the reader to compare her to
Emily Dickinson (1830-1886), who lived in the small town of
Ambherst in Massachusetts. Like Zhalah, she lived an isolated
existence, rarely leaving town. In the same way, Dickinson
was not known as a poet in her lifetime. There are several sim-
ilar metaphors that both poets use to express their conditions.
The poems depicting isolation share similarities. In one poem
Zhalah compares her imprisonment to the situation of a fly that
can go wherever it wants:
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1Y {sufi, “Sha‘irT na-ashina,”
428. See M. KhalilT Jahantigh,
“Muqayasah-i shi'r va
zindagi-i Emily Dickinson

va Zhalah Qa’im-Maqami,”
NashrTyah-i adabiyat-i tatbiqi 5
(1390): 126. Translations from
Yiisuft’s chapter are mine.

2Ytsufi, “Sha‘iri na-ashina,”
428.



BMirror of Dew, 81.

“C.E.G. Benfey, Emily
Dickinson and the Problem of
Others (Amherst: University
of Massachusetts Press, 1984),
102.

5As cited by Benfey, in Emily
Dickinson, 104.
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The walls of the harem tower above my head,
Blocking sight and suffocating me.
Fly free, O Fly! Flitter over the city,
How lowly my place in life, I’'m less than a fly!
I’'m noble in every bone, but I’'m locked in a cage
And suffering under the jailor, like a miscreant.'?
Similarly, Dickinson uses a gnat as a metaphor for freedom to
express her isolation, while also alluding to the “smallness of
her voice and person,” very much comparable to Zhalah when
she describes her position:'
... nor like the Gnat—had I—
The privilege to fly

And seek a Dinner for myself—

How mightier He—than I—

We may never know why Zhalah used poetry to convey her
emotions, to elaborate on private matters such as her relation-
ship with her parents and the husband imposed on her, her preg-
nancy, miscarriage, and her opinions about other individuals.
Her poetry is not autobiographical in the sense that she wanted
to record the events—something that was very much current
during the last years of the nineteenth century, if we look, for in-



stance, at the Riznamah (“daily-book”) by I'timad al-Saltanah, “See Ruiznamah-yi khatirat-i
. . . I'timad al-Saltanah, vazir-i inti-
in which he offers a daily report of the events between the years ba‘at dar avakhir-i dawrah-yi
1292 and 1313 (1875-1895).'° There are certainly verses which ~ Nasiri, marbat bih salha-yi
A . . 1292 ta 1313 HijiT Qamarf.

could be regarded as autobiographical, but these are too brief to Az rii-yi yaganah nuskhah-yi
be an elaborated autobiographical record. Zhalah refers to the Wt s Kiabkhanah-vi

. i stan-i Quds (Tehran: Amir
age at which she began her education, and she also states that Kabir, 1966).
she learned specific subjects, but we do not know at exactly
what age, at what level, or whether she liked certain subjects
more than others. All this information is given to emphasise that
she is intellectually superior to her husband, that she is emotion-
ally imprisoned, physically abused, and intellectually wasted.
The biographical information points to a frustrated young wom-

an fully cognizant of her sad future.
Poetry as Personal Document

It is by no means an exaggeration to state that the majority of
Zhalah’s poems are about her personal condition—as a daugh-
ter, a wife, and a lonely woman who is in search of love and
an ideal husband. If we want to impose the concept of auto-
biography on her poetry, we may refer to the depiction of real
people with whom she interacts. In her characterisation she uses
certain emotive words and metaphors that suggest a certain type
of person. To give an example, we can look at the depiction of
her husband. This portrayal can be divided into physical ap-
pearance, emotional capacity, and intellectual aptitude. One
example of each suffices here. The husband is depicted as an
intellectually shallow and nationalistic man, who is against the
Arabs and Alexander the Great, the two major invading forces
in Persia. The husband is also against contemporary powers, yet
he shows his piety through his long beard and loves the money
he can earn from the Ottoman Turks:
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He holds ancient Persia before his eyes
as if it is still a large Empire.

He interprets world history through his own eyes,



he is indeed a good interpreter.
Alexander’s and the Arabs’ victories

are just a myth, if not fantasy.

He’s an enemy of the Arab race

but he does not disapprove of Arab traditions.

When he speaks, he’s very pious;

when it comes to practice, he’s a peculiar infidel.

Enemy of the Russians and the English,

he also hates European governments.

He is hostile to the Ottomans

but a friend of the Ottoman’s Lire.

In his religion, the man with a long beard

deserves to be insulted without limit."”

In the matter of her husband’s physical appearance, Zhalah com-
pares him to a demon. Her description is not specific. We do not
know how tall he was or what his facial expressions were, etc.,
but Zhalah refers several times to his beard and teeth. While the
beard is like brushwood pricking her, the teeth are alluded to

ironically and this may be a reference to rotten teeth and the bad
odour coming from his mouth:
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Mirror of Dew, 77.

12
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When he puts his arms around my neck,
It’s as if [ am carrying brushwood.
Deep in the night I have kisses on my lips,
from the good teeth in his mouth.'
In several poems Zhalah depicts her husband as a man with lit-
tle empathy and emotional capacity. Perhaps the most eloquent

reference is the following poem, in which she refers to their age
difference and wishes her husband dead:
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His daughters are older than I.

Do not tell me my complaints are unfounded.
I grant him my trousseau and the bride price,
but I do have one demand of him: his death."

Zhalah’s Poetry is Reflective



It is as if each of Zhalah’s poems open a window onto a specific
moment in her intense experiences. Perhaps the most remark-
able feature of her poetry is the way she triggers empathy by
sharing a very private matter such as her husband’s nocturnal
visits and how he pricks her with his beard, marital rape, and
her candid emotional outbursts, all of which strongly appeal to
the reader. Poetry lifts these experiences to the level of art, al-
lowing the reader her own interpretations. This inclusion of the
reader in Zhalah’s private female domain is entirely new in the
Persian poetic tradition. Persian poetry is rich in the genre of
hasb-i hal, in which the poet allows a person or even a soul-
less object to speak directly to the reader, but Zhalah’s poems
are different in offering an insight into the psychological depths
of the conditions of a woman living in a transitional period of
Persian history. She does not allow the reader to be indifferent
to her experiences, as her depictions of a person, a memory, or
an emotional scene leave an unforgettable impression upon the
reader.

There is also a paradox: while the poet shares her emotions with
the reader, the reader still has the feeling that he is furtively
peeping into her innermost thoughts and feelings. This looms
larger and larger in the reader’s mind when one considers that
Zhalah did not want to publish these poems. She wrote these
poems for herself. In modern times we would call this “poetry
therapy,” or the writing of poems as a way of processing pain
and suffering. Poetry helps her to heal her pain. Although the
forced marriage offered existential security, the subjectively felt
security is missing. We do not know whether Zhalah returned
to her own poetry, read, and reread the poems—not just to im-
prove their quality, but also to ponder on the contents, reflecting
on a specific event, adding or removing lines. In one poem she
says that she burned her collected poetry. Why did she burn
it? Did the poems contain even more family secrets or explic-
it references to her situation? We do not know. We know that
she composed these poems on pieces of paper and that her son,
Pizhman Bakhtiyari, found them inside books in their private
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library. He collected and published them after Zhalah’s death.
While we should be grateful to Pizhman, the sad conclusion
is that Zhalah’s example could be regarded as the condition of
a generation of Persian women in a warring situation. Writing
poetry was a way to reduce her pain and agony.

A difference between poetry and prose in the writing of per-
sonal experiences is that poetry enables one to create a space in
order to universalize personal pain, and human conditions, so
that many people can make their own interpretations. Choosing
to write her experiences in poetic form, Zhalah forces herself
and the reader to transcend the usual personal thinking, inviting
the reader to pause, to reread, to examine metaphors and imag-
ery. Zhalah chose classical forms such as the ghazal (“lyric”),
qasidah (“panegyric”), qit‘ah (“fragment”) and ruba‘t (“qua-
train”), forcing herself to respect the classical Persian poetic
conventions. Zhalah could be considered one of the early mod-
ern women poets who use these classical forms for a new per-
sonal purpose. The classical ghazal, which is commonly used to
proclaim the lover’s unrequited love, is turned into a personal
outburst of misery, social deprivation, and hopelessness. Thus,
the impersonal ghazal has transformed itself into the personal
song of an unhappy woman. It is this sad content in ancient
form that has the utmost effect on the reader. The unfamiliar,
the personal, is presented in a familiar form. Using a wide range
of metres, creating specific rhythms, strengthened by rhyme,
Zhalah’s poetry is very powerful. Even those poems which are
impersonal have rhythmic force.

Conclusion

We can draw a few conclusions from this short essay. Zhalah
utilises poetry to express and to reflect on deeply personal ex-
periences. Poetry allows her to invoke a poetic space between
herself and others. It is in this space that she, for instance, de-
frosts her husband’s icy house. Poetry removes the sharp edg-
es of her existence, softening her life and making it bearable.



Despite the sorrow, frustration, and agony that the poet expe-
riences, her poetry has a tender side with a philosophical turn.
She often lingers on the notion of existence, on being a man or
a woman. Although she answers questions such as why wom-
en are in the chains of religious laws or cultural principles and
rulings, she invites her reader to ponder on the roles attributed
to men and women in modern Persian society at the turn of the
twentieth century. Not just due to its peerless poetic quality but
also for the relevance of the subjects she treats in her poetry and
the deeply personal bent she gives it, Zhalah is an exceptional
woman poet who breaks taboos in her daring poems. Yiisufl
praises her poetry, including her in his personal poetic canon
of seventy classical and modern Persian poets. He character-
ises her poetry as “an example of a radiant genius, graceful,
sensitive, and an astonishing artist,”* while also emphasising
her power of imagination, intellectual vigour and the innovative
ways in which she has coined words and metaphors. Yiisuft is
right that Zhalah chose to compose poetry as a refuge, and it is
this fleeing to and seeking shelter in art that probably enabled
her to endure the pain inflicted upon her.?!

20Y {isufi, “Sha‘ir na-ashina,”

425.

21YGisufi, “Sha‘irT na-ashina,”

428.
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