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Parvin I'tisami’s Divan contains a short poem in which she ex-
plicitly states that “Parvin is not a man”:

The heart must be kept polished from the dust of futile
thoughts

so that the demon knows there is no room for dust on this
mirror.

How do some endowed with virtue and learning consider
Parvin a man?!

It is better to resolve the mystery by saying that Parvin is
not a man.!

Figure 1: Portrait of Parvin I‘tisam1



In the first of these two couplets, I'tisami borrows mystical
themes from Persian classical poetry to create a powerful im-
age, and then asserts that she is a woman. The mystical meta-
phor, the mirror, represents in this poem the heart; dust is used
to signify futile thoughts, and the temptations of the demon dim
the brightness of the mirror. Parvin’s metaphoric language, as
seen in much of her poetry, produces layers of signification.
On first glance, the first couplet reads as a piece of advice from
the poet to herself, or to her readers. I‘tisami advises the reader
not to give in to futile thoughts, to keep the mirror of the heart
pure. In the second couplet, she goes beyond her metaphoric
language and openly expresses thoughts about her experience
of being a female writer who is masculinised. Sarcastically, she
refers to those who think “Parvin” is a man as barkhi zi ahl-i
fazl (some from among those “endowed with virtue and learn-
ing”). Mocking them in the second part of the couplet, I‘tisam1
derides such people for their unearned status as virtuous and
learned. She refers to the confusion of those assuming her to be
a man as a mu'amma (conundrum). Finally, she gives them the
key to the conundrum and resolves it by saying, “Parvin is not
a man.”

Having read the second half of the poem, the deeper layer of the
first half emerges. The first couplet sounds like a self-soothing
voice in [‘tisami’s creative mind that advises her to stand her
ground against the demons—those who doubt her authorship as
a woman. Depicting the futile doubts raised about her author-
ship as “dust,” she encourages herself to keep the mirror of her
heart pure. Why did [‘tisam1, who is famous for her metaphoric
language and, as Moayyad put it, someone who “hides herself
under a cover of animate and inanimate creatures to deliver her
message,” write such a piece?” What gave her the courage to
confront those bestowed with virtue and learning (all of them
men) with such heavy sarcasm?

As a woman writing poetry in the early decades of twenti-
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ception. She wrote and published classical-style poetry in an
Iranian-Muslim culture in which writing and publishing were
monopolised as masculine endeavours. However, among her fe-
male contemporaries who had the rare opportunity of publish-
ing their work, I‘tisam1 was the one who faced the longest-last-
ing controversies. Her composition of fine poetry, permeated
with mystical themes and motifs, was received with both praise
and disbelief. She was even accused of publishing a male Sufi
poet’s work under her own name. I‘tisami’s controversial recep-
tion, therefore, was not merely an outcome of her transgressive
act of writing and publishing as a woman. Let us go back to the
commentaries that she received as a poet entering the literary
tradition of Persian literature. Let us trace back her experience
as a Muslim woman, showing outstanding talent in exploiting
classical style to express herself, and showing prowess in con-
veying her spiritual predilections through poetry.

I“tisam1 was introduced to the world of interaction with a public
audience through her father, Yaisuf ['tisami (d. 1938), an intel-
lectual and a man of letters. [ ‘tisam1’s extraordinary poetic talent
was recognised and nurtured by her father.® As the poet laureate
Muhammad-Taqt Bahar (d. 1951) recalled, she started writing
poems at the age of eight.* Yasuf I‘tisami was the founder and
publisher of Bahar, a monthly journal for two periods between
1910 and 1922, which published articles on literary, political
and social affairs.” He first published his daughter’s poems in
Bahar when she was only thirteen.® This rare opportunity of
having access to a large public audience was the beginning of
her exposure to paradoxical comments.



Figure 2: Portrait of Parvin I'tisami

[“tisam1 was widely praised for her talent in composing poetry
in the classical style. Paradoxically however, her readers both
applauded the quality of her work and cast doubt on her au-
thorship. Both of these responses happened for the same rea-
son. A woman who could write poetry comparable to that of
the most prominent Persian poets was seen as an oddity. For
male literary critics and scholars, it was difficult to believe that
a woman was the author of such fine classical poetry. One of
the earliest messages of patronising admiration was written by
Muhammad Qazvint (d. 1949), a notable literary historian. In
a letter to I‘tisam1’s father he praised her poetry, saying that
reading more of her Divan only increased his astonishment. The
reason for Qazvini’s amazement was the emergence of a female
poet with such great aptitude, whom he called “the queen of
women poets.” However, Qazvini was not simply awed by the
extraordinary talent of this young poet. He was astonished to
see a female poet emerge in a time when it seemed that “men of
letters and virtue” were long dead.’

Another prominent figure praising I‘tisami while patronising
her was the notable poet Bahar. In his introduction to the first
edition of [ ‘tisam1’s Divan (published in 1935), Bahar expressed
his admiration for her. He exclaimed that if he had seen such
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exceptional poetic talent in a man, he would not have been so
astonished. However, a poet of jins-i zan, (lit. ‘female genus’),
with such knowledge and capability to compose the finest of
poems, was nothing less than extraordinary.® Bahar was just one
of the male authors who thought that I'tisam1’s identity as a
poet was questionable because she was a woman. In his com-
mentary, Bahar further praised her poem “Lutf-i haqq” (God’s
Grace) because it was composed in a ‘manly’ manner:

... when Parvin, concerned about motherly duties, gets tired of
such worries, she remembers God’s grace and composes this
qat‘ah in a manly manner and familiarises the reader with more
elevated truths and thoughts and meanwhile she does not give
up motherly duties and is still a concerned mother ...

This comment concerned the following lines:

When Moses’ mother threw him in the Nile

to abide by the glorious God’s orders

She watched from the shore, overwhelmed with grief

she said, ‘O you little innocent child,

If God’s grace forgets you,

how will you be saved from this ship without a shipmaster?
If God does not remember you,

the water will instantly give your dust to the wind.”

What Bahar meant by using the adverb ‘manly’ in praise of
Parvin’s poetry can be explained by noting the connotations
of mard (man), mardanah (manly) and their applications in the
Persian language. These words refer to the biological sex of
the human male. However, there is another layer of meaning
to them. Metaphorically, mard denotes qualities such as brave,
bold, heroic and capable of accomplishing things. Similarly, the
adverb mardanah describes a courageous or vigorous kind of
behaviour.!” In Bahar’s commentary on “God’s Grace,” I‘tisami
is identified with Moses’ mother. Then Bahar explains that
although [‘tisami1 grows weary from motherly concerns, she



writes the poem in a ‘manly’ manner. What can be inferred from
Bahar’s words is that I‘tisami, the concerned mother, is a timid
character. However, remembering God’s grace, she becomes a
hero; she gains courage and is capable of composing poetry.
This collocation of ‘manliness’ with poetry composition shows
that for Bahar and his male counterparts, composing poetry was
a masculine act, requiring bravery. Women venturing into this
masculine realm were acknowledged only if they were mascu-
linised.

Bahar also seemed to need a reminder, both to himself and his
audience, that ['tisam1 was a woman. By highlighting mihr-i
madari, (motherly love), he probably meant to offer ['tisami a
compliment. However, he seemed to be putting I'tisam1 back
where he thought she belonged.

Situating 1'tisam1 within the conventional boundaries of fem-
ininity, he absolved her for crossing the gender limit on writ-
ing mystical poetry. Furthermore, when Bahar wrote about
[“tisam1’s treatment of the “more elevated truths and thoughts,”
he used the modifier ‘manly’. Bahar’s word choice implied that
in the world of classical Persian poetry, masculinity was the ide-
al. His emphasis on [‘tisam1 “not giving up motherly duties and
still being a concerned mother” showed his opinion of ['tisami:
she was a woman, engaged in motherly duties and concerns.
Her endeavours were adorned with the epithet ‘manly’ only
when she was talking to her audience, to familiarise them with
her thoughts and truths. As a woman, however, she was shack-
led to her main duties: being engaged in the worries of a mother.
Both Qazvint and Bahar, the earliest scholars and men of letters
to write about I'tisam1, implied she was not recognisable as a
female poet. For them, I'tisam1 was an intruder in the ‘manly’
arena of classical poetry. For her literary talent to be acknowl-
edged, she needed to be metamorphosed into a ‘manly’ woman.

Bahar was not the only male author attempting to explain the
anomaly of [‘tisam1’s presence in the realm of mystical poetry.
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Within a few years of I‘tisami’s death, ‘Abd al-Husayn Ayati
(d. 1953), an author-poet himself,"' claimed that I'tisami’s po-
ems were actually written by a male Sufi poet, Muhammad
Husayn Rawnag-i Kirmant (d. 1889)."? Later, Shaykh Muham-
mad-Muhsin Aqa Buzurg Tihrani (d. 1970) refuted this accu-
sation."® Attempts to deauthorize I‘tisami reached a climax in
1977 with the publication of Tuhmat-i sha‘irT (Accusation of
Being a Poet), by Fazl-Allah Gurgani. In this book, Gurgani
gave many reasons why he thought that a young woman like
I‘tisami could not have written such magnificent poetry.'* Later,
Gurgani, who was a renowned author himself, apologised for
publishing such a book."
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Figure 3: Book cover of Tuhmat-i sha‘irT , Fazl-Allah Gurgani, 1977

Almost half a century later, the epithet ‘manly’ resurfaced in an
article by ‘Abd al-Husayn Zarrinktib, an admirer of ['tisami’s
work. Zarrinkib wrote a chapter titled “Parvin: Zan-i mardanah
dar qalamraw-yi shi‘'r u ‘irfan” (Parvin: A Manly Woman in
the Arena of Poetry and Sufism).'® Another such comment
was Ghulam Husayn Yisufi’s attempt to express admiration
for I'tisam1’s extraordinary poetic talent:
poetry is even more elevated than that of many male poets’."’
As Milani explains, writing poetry was ‘a masculine act’.!® The
language used by [‘tisam1’s admirers was ‘far from being in-

. Parvin’s status in



tended as a slight’,!® but it was strongly gender-biased. These
authors and scholars repeatedly asserted the proper place of a
woman, and reminded their audiences of the transgression com-
mitted. But composing poetry was not [‘tisam1’s only transgres-
sion. In addition, she used her exceptional talent to express her
own spiritual inclinations.

Little is known about I ‘tisam1’s religious beliefs and affiliations,
due to the paucity of information about her personal life. How-
ever, among scholars writing on her, Moayyad has expressed
noteworthy opinions about I‘tisam1’s spiritual predilections. In
the introduction he wrote to a translation of selected poems by
[“tisam1, Moayyad mentioned that ‘there is no evidence in her
Divan to suggest that she had any faith in Islam or in the Shi‘ite
doctrine of Islam’.?” He further postulated that I'tisami and her
father were probably sincere Muslims in their hearts, but they
differed from the majority of Iranians in religiosity. The reason
Moayyad believed this was that ['tisam1 never referred to the
Prophet or his descendants. She did not allude to any hadiths or
Islamic holidays, nor did she mention the Qur’an in her poetry.
Moayyad further argued that [‘tisam1 referred to the hajj in only
one of her poems, in which she juxtaposed the Ka‘bah with the
heart. Moayyad believed that I‘tisam1 had faith in an unknow-
able creator, whom she loved and referred to in poems such as
“Zarrah” (Particle).”! However, she dispensed with the custom
of using Islamic tenets copiously, a tradition that was widely
observed by classical Persian poets. Instead, she borrowed mys-
tical themes and motifs, and used them to express the esoteric
aspects of a personal religion.

“Ka‘bah-yi dil” (Ka‘bah of Heart) is one of ['tisam1’s poems
that is permeated with mystical themes and motifs. This poem
is a masnavi (rthyming poem) of forty-eight couplets, and it is
composed in the genre of debate poetry. The story takes place
on Qurban‘Id, the festival of sacrifices in Mecca during ihram
(‘the state of temporary consecration of someone who is per-
forming the hajj and ‘umrah’).?? Ka‘bah and the heart are the
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main participants, and the narrator, who starts the poem by giv-
ing the first couplet, is probably I‘tisami herself. Then the Ka"-
bah, personified as a veiled bride, opens the debate by praising
itself as the desired beloved of Muslims on the pilgrimage of
hajj:

At ihram, on the day of celebrating Qurban,

the Ka‘bah was telling itself,

‘I am the mirror reflecting the light of the Glorious;
I am the veiled bride in the assembly of the union.
The hand of God’s friend (Abraham) erected me.
God has held me venerable and renowned.’

The Ka‘bah continues its boastful self-praise for twenty-two
couplets. Then in the next twenty couplets, the heart rejects the
Ka‘bah’s claims. A few of the couplets that convey the heart’s
refutations are as follows:

The heart laughed at it, (saying) o friend!

From the virtuous, self-praise is not pleasant
You speak of this mass of mud

As if you are unaware of the Ka‘bah of the heart

Moayyad believed that in this poem, I'tisami challenged the
sanctity of the Ka‘bah.?® Actually however, it is a poem that
showcases I‘tisami’s religious predilections. In this debate
poem, she personifies the heart and the Ka‘bah as opponents,
and juxtaposes the esoteric with the exoteric dimensions of Is-
lam. The heart represents the inward piety adopted from Sufi
doctrine, while the Ka‘bah is a metaphor for the orthodox face
of Islam. The following couplets, giving the heart’s refutations
of the Ka‘bah’s boastful claims, show the dichotomy:

You are made of dark matter, while we are luminous;
you are made of dust while we are made of pure soul.
Outwardly, we are the monarch of the realm of body;
inwardly, we are the special house of God.



Here, the secret is the secret of the game of love;

any other image except this is an illusionary image.

Those who keep their Ka‘bah of the heart clean,

how could they be fearful of impurities?

Happy are those, who by way of sincerity and supplication,
perform their prayer in the altar of the heart.*

The assumption that women are transgressors in spaces mo-
nopolised by men (such as classical poetry and mysticism) is
deeply ingrained in Iranian-Muslim culture. One example of
treating women as outsiders to male-dominated spaces is found
in Tazkarat al-awliya’, the hagiography by Farid al-Din ‘Attar
(d. c. 1221).5 In The Ocean of the Soul, Hellmut Ritter’s sem-
inal work, we read ‘Attar’s stories of Rabi‘ah al-‘Adawtyah (d.
801), the revered Sufi female saint.26 ‘Attar gives an apology
for including Rabi‘ah in a list of seventy-two ascetics, who are
otherwise all male. He explains that he uses a prophetic hadith
to justify including her among men. The hadith reads as fol-
lows: “God does not look at your outward appearance.”

‘Attar further elaborates: ‘What counts is not the appearance,
but the intention. If a woman is a man on God’s path, one can-
not call her a woman’.”

‘Attar’s radical and subversive spirituality allows him to in-
clude the transgressors and the marginalised in his accounts.?®
However, when he refers to the prophetic hadith about ‘the
triviality of the outward forms’, he symbolically masculinises
Rabi‘ah.” We know that ‘man’ and ‘manliness’ are key con-
cepts in classical Sufi texts. “Attar and his Sufi counterparts
use such words under the prevailing patriarchal system of their
times. When we analyse these words on the basis of today’s
standards, their misogynistic connotations stand out. We also
know that mediaeval Sufi writers probably did not use these
words to cast the female gender as inferior. Qazvini, Bahar
and Zarrinkib probably used the epithet ‘manly’ in their com-
mentaries on ['tisamT in a context similar to that of the Sufi
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texts. What is noteworthy, however, is that with a gap of almost
eight centuries, the male peers of I'tisami and Rabi‘ah treated
both of them similarly. In Yaghoobi’s words, Rabi‘ah, ‘embod-
ied the masculine traits’ that were revered in the mediaeval Sufi
world. Rabi‘ah was cleared of her femininity, to maintain the
enduring ideals in the male-dominated realm of Sufism. She
was seen in the light of her contemporary men, and was de-
picted as ‘to maintain gender divisions’.?! I'tisami experienced
the same treatment. Her contemporary male peers attempted to
keep gender boundaries in place by disbelieving or patronising
her poetic talent. I‘tisam1, however, did not submit to this patri-
archal control. The two-couplet poem in which ['tisami openly
opposed being masculinised, and insisted on being accepted as
female poet, is an unprecedented incident in the history of mod-
ern Persian literature. With this short piece, [‘tisam1 pioneered
in breaking with the centuries-long patriarchal gender norms
that marginalised women as outsiders to the realm of writing
and publishing.

*This article is part of the ERC-Advanced Grant project entitled
Beyond Sharia: The Role of Sufism in Shaping Islam, which
has received funding from the European Research Council
(ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and
innovation programme (Grant agreement No. 101020403).



