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INTRODUCTION

About the Selection

The past century has witnessed a marked increase in the
number of Iranian women as literary critics, authors,
playwrights and poets. Some recent anthologies include
more than three hundred women poets born in the last
century. This compilation includes over one hundred
women poets born after September 1941, which spans
the reign of Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi and the
Islamic Republic, arguably the most progressive period
for women’s rights and the most regressive and restric-
tive period for Iranian women respectively.

This anthology includes one hundred and four
poets. I started with a list of over three hundred poets. I
read several poems by each. I chose those whose poetry
I most appreciated and searched for additional poems
by the selected poets. My choices of poets and their

respective poems were guided primarily by my heart.
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I needed a personal connection to the poem before I
could take on its translation. As a result, you may find
little known poets in this collection. Conversely, some
poets that have appeared in other anthologies, may
not appear here. This is not meant to be an exhaus-
tive compilation including all contemporary Iranian
women poets, but rather a collection of poems whose
essence I related to and could convey through transla-
tion. A handful of these poems have been translated by
others. Many of the poems in this selection have not
appeared in a book before.

Once I chose the poets, I further limited my scope
by considering accessibility, content and form. I elim-
inated those who had most of their poems already
translated to English, as those poems were already
accessible to anglophones.

Further narrowing the selection, I eliminated those
poems that were heavily contextualized: poems whose
themes lent themselves to great literary criticism for,
among other things, their deep roots in social, histor-
ical, national or religious traditions. These elements,
though valuable, may not be universally appreciated.

A handful of poets in this collection write ghazals
(sonnets/odes), a form of classical Persian poetry of
five to fourteen lines, the first line rhyming with the
even lines. Another group writes in the classical form
of robai’i or do-beiti (couplet or quatrains). Most of the
poets in this collection, however, write in the free verse

style that started to be used after 1920.
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As to form, if a poet has both classical and modern
poems, I have chosen the modern poems. In most
cases, | have chosen the shorter poems.

In translating the poems, I have stayed as close as
possible to the original text, both in word order and
meaning. | have only taken liberties when the word
order or a close translation would have hindered under-

standing the poem in English.

The Genesis ¢ the Compulsion

Looking back at my notebooks, in every list since 2015
there is an entry about women and poetry ranging
from: recite poetry by women and upload to social
media, look into the poetry of women about being
a woman to questions such as “I wonder how many
contemporary Persian women poets we have?”

In 2020, I met two Iranian poets at a virtual class
on contemporary Persian poetry by women. Their
approach to poetry was delightful, their presence
moving. Their poetry connected past literary traditions
to current literary themes. As they recited their poems
tears streamed down my face. They were not tears of
sadness, but rather a re-establishment of a dormant
connection. It’s similar to reconnecting with a close
relative or friend who lives far away and when you get
the chance to reconnect you realize how many cher-
ished memories you had but had since forgotten. It’s an

overwhelming feeling.
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I had to do something with that experience. I
was on a mission to introduce these poets to English
speakers, especially to second generation Iranians
who may not know Persian well enough to appreciate
poetry. Through this project, I learned about what it
means to be passionate and to feel you are on a mission
in a way I had not experienced before. I spent nights
and early mornings on it. I was perfectly fine forgoing
social commitments and mostly sleep to complete this
project. The book had permeated every aspect of my
life. Every conversation with my daughter was peppered
with progress on the project or asking her to choose
between two words in a line. When I was searching
for a title, I had responded to my partner’s very kind
greeting on a Sunday morning with “Do you know that
there are only two birds endemic to Iran?” While I saw
nothing wrong with this, he (and everyone who has
heard the story) seemed to disagree!

Since I started this project and wrote these words
much has happened. In September 2022, Iranian
women, acutely aware of the dangers involved and the
horrible circumstances they could face, took to the
streets and started the first woman-led uprising in the
country. Their voice has been heard across the globe as
they fight for basic human rights. Though their struggle
is now global and more visible, they have always fought
for their rights. Simin Behbahani, one of the most
famous Iranian poets of twentieth century, eloquently

describes the women’s predicament:
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They forbade women

From dancing,

Singing,

Beingin love,

Kissing,

Laughing.

Women retreated into their cocoons.
And because they were lonely,
many became poets

And in their poems

They danced wildly,

Sang,

Loved,

Kissed,

But they did not laugh,

They only cried.

The Poets seek refuge in their poetry. I, too, have
always found comfort in poetry. What you are reading is
the result of the poets’ finding refuge in creating poetry
and my finding refuge in their words. This collection
includes 104 women poets representing those living
in Iran as well as in the diaspora. About one third of
the poets live in Iran, a third in North America, about
a third in Europe and the remainder live in Australia.
These women represent many different professions in
addition to their poetic life: they are authors, artists,
physicians, engineers, educators, activists, psychol-

ogists, translators, researchers, playwrights, rock
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climbers, social workers, filmmakers and literary critics.
I hope that the collection will showcase the diversity
of these women: thematically, geographically, ideolog-
ically, and temporally. My hope is that the poems will
resonate with you, that you will celebrate their voices,
and that you will appreciate the situation of women in

Iran and celebrate their strength and resilience.

About the Title
Iranian Ground Jay (Podoces pleskei) is a bird from the

crow family endemic to Iran. It lives in the desert and
its coloring is perfectly adapted to its habitat, allowing
it to blend in. Though it is sand colored when on the
ground, when in flight it has beautiful black and white
wingtips. One of its distinguishing features is its strong
and muscular legs, enabling it to walk and run long
distances. Its beautiful song distinguishes it from other
members of the crow family.

To me it is a powerful symbol of survival, the ability
to at once adapt to one’s environment and distinguish
oneself through song and strength...in short it is a
symbol of Iranian women. Interestingly, in 2021 a new

postal stamp commemorated the Iranian ground jay.
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About the Structure of this Anthology

In the short biographies of the poets, you will some-
times encounter an empty gray frame for the photo or
[ — ]. These indicate that either the photo or infor-
mation was not available to me, or that the poet has
asked that some details not be included. I have also
sometimes included photos that were not of very high
quality because I think that even a somewhat pixelated
photo is better than none.

For the books field, I have only included the poet’s
poetry collections published in Persian. If a poet has
novels, books of literary criticism, etc., they have not
been included.

At the end of each poem I have placed a branch &~
to indicate the end of the poem; and for the final poem
of a poet's work in this collection I have indicated it

with an acorn $%*.
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I drop in on hope

More than anyone, I call out
Rira, Rira’

I forget the world is at war

I speak of peace again

So they will forget me more

‘ga

*The poet’s first name
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I am a narcissist
Look

I always win

I roll the dice
to roll the dice

White, black
I play all by myself.

I make a mistake

Again, I splash mistakes on my face
My nose red

Under my eyes salty

Lost in a red room

Salt

tastes like this mistake

Again I pull love over my face

S



Neda Abkari

Date of Birth: 1964
Place of Birth: [ —]
Place of Residence: Iran
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Profession: author, poet

Books: one poetry collection
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Shoes are very important

I can tell by people’s shoes

Where they’ve come from

Who they've spoken with

Who they've looked at

Collars are very important

I can tell by a shirt’s collar

the intensity of the lump in a throat
How much they've hidden themselves

And how unfamiliar they are with their shoes
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I want you

To hold me tight
So that today
Cannot

Pass between us

Your wish is not my command;
Nobody’s wish is...
I am holding the hand of a short poem

Climbing the silence of generations!

Sur



Mana Aghaee

Date of Birth: 1973

Place of Birth: Bushehr

Place of Residence: Sweden

Education: MA Iranian Languages, Uppsala University
Profession: translator, researcher, poet

Books: five poetry collections
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Personal Ad (seeking husband)

I am a twenty-eight-year-old woman
with strange habits

Mistakes as large as life

I brush my teeth every morning

I sit at my desk at work

And I drown my sorrows by reading the classifieds

I have survived many storms

I respect the rights of all animals, even humans
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and I favor suffering to achieve a goal
to the short-lived pleasures of life
I have boycotted the cinema

Tight skirts and high heels
As they rob me of my ability to think freely

My God is merciful

He has created hell to make me feel guilty

and Viagra for the survival of my species

I have accepted being human with all its perils

In a world where in its every corner a chemical
bomb leaks

One would be foolish to wish to become an angel

To sew wings to the wounds on one’s shoulder

The man I am looking for

Must share my beliefs

Must not have his nose buried in books

Must not turn the other cheek to every superpower
I have two conditions for him:

First, he should never tire of moving

Second, he should obey only his shoes.
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Winter Is My Beloved

Winter is my beloved

A man with a white memory
And a tall neck

held up high with pride
Under the snow, he resembles a beautiful swan
Dancing on a frozen lake

I embrace him

he melts

Slowly, slowly

Slowly slowly he melts

and flows

As if he never existed

An immigrant who was supposed to warm me up.

fg@-

The Sparrows and I

It sang a sad song

On the thin branches of my fingers
It then flew away

Not even the sparrow

Will love

A woman

Whose secrets are open to the wind.
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Trails

The world was a New Year Setting’

Life, a glass decanter

I sat and stared
At the fish trails
That had evaporated

Poet

I became a poet on a night

when the moon

Had fallen in the well of oblivion

— very easily —

I threw down the thin rope of my imagination

and pulled it out.

S

* haft seen -the poet uses haft seen which I have translated to a
“New Year Setting,” a setting arranged for the Persian New Year.
It contains seven (haff) symbols starting with the Persian letter
which is the phonetic equivalent of “s”(seen). In addition, there
is always a container with a live goldfish symbolizing life. Pisces

is also the twelfth and last astrological sign — end of year.
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Date of Birth: 1966

Place of Birth: Tehran

Place of Residence: Germany

Education: MA Berlin University of the Arts
Profession: artist, sculptor, painter, poet

Books: six poetry collections
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Tango in Philarmoniker

In the vast imagination

A world of light and color
Have imprinted

Blue hands of the night
Golden circle of the moon
On my forehead

A drop of the moon

Drips on the stage

Gitls of the Narenj Orchestra
In a halo of pain

Grow a morning glory plant
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Velveteen boys
Play bass and cello
The sun at night
Can’t fall asleep

Due to the sound of the piano

I wrap
Twenty seven
Memories

In a box

A gift for you...

I knit

With words
Blue and yellow
Wearing

A green dress

21
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Autumn is born in October
A drop of rain
Blows out

Five wet candles

g

Sorrowful sighs
Have settled
Stories of the old poet

Unfinished

I imagined art
Is in my captivity
Break

The cage of color and word

My key is lost

I will not draw
Your face
Anew

I will cover it with color.

S

23



Pegah Ahmadi

Date of Birth: 1974
Place of Birth: Tehran
Place of Residence: United States

Education: BA Persian Literature, University of Tehran

Profession: translator, scholar, literary critic, poet

Books: four poetry collections
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Dying to the Time of Iron Beams

I tie my face to the white statues so the pigeons feed on me
Petroleum gushes out of my chest

And the cinema I loved

Has been executed

Don’t pull your wound out of my temple!

We were exploded pomegranates

within inconsolable borders

Tears flowed from our fingers

as we wrote

No! Don’t pull your wound out of my temple
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The air is filled with a line of people on their way

to lose their dreams to war

to light their red cafes and

to write boldly

on the arena of cannibal Simorghs:”

Avatar’s coast

I have no faith in metaphors

Madly, I have separated my one and only wall from these
letters’

Dying to the beat of iron beams

To my beat

That I have exploded around these bracelets of wounds

Dying to the beat of the soul

In time of “Aftabkaran”™

You who shine on street walls

Don’t pull your wound out of my temple

There was no air, there is no story

It’s only my chest that’s ripped apart from cinema to cinema

They cut my aorta in this wine!

* Frequently depicted in Persian literature and mythology, the simorgh is a
mythical bird.

1 In the phrase ba divanegi, divenegi can be either a noun (madness, insanity)
or an adverb (madly and insanely). I have taken it to be an adverb. In
addition, tanha, can be translated to “just” or “only/one and only.” If we
were to take ba divanegi as a noun and fanha as “just” the line would be
translated as:

I have just separated my wall with insanity from these letters.

} A reference to a revolutionary song. “Aftabkaran” became a popular song
known as “Sar amad zemestan” (Winter Is Over)—it is a song of hope.
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Like a woman who is afraid of passing by and glass
I fear my coming undone

And my fear of objects

is the fear of the downfall of a mouth

That you built for my waning body

Have we become used to it or

Have we become used to it?

That I fall piece by piece

In a mirror that has tipped over

The waters of the earth

I free the gill

In a full glass of water

And the fear of desiring you in a land without fish
A poem that’s convinced by our tears

And the man, in the dark

whispered: “Don’t go!”

¥

A bench in the sky

Takes away your loneliness on a rope of
nothingness

The Sky

Is a sad polygon

Cut

From the corners of your room

S



Elahe Alizade

Date of Birth: 1984

Place of Birth: Esfahan

Place of Residence: Germany
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Profession: poet

Books: three poetry collections
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How slippery is the ground here!

How I love you without any motive
How should I lean back

So that what I carry on my shoulders
Does not perish?

You have isolated yourself so that...?
Shhhh!

Let them boast about

What they don’t have
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How you weigh down my shoulders!
How slippery is the ground here!
And

As a revenge of an unequal defeat

I am a vagabond.

i;)(/-

Secret sobs

Swollen throats

Walls
Sometimes need to

Lean on someone

I must come to an end

When will he be startled awake
The one who sees me

In this

nightmare

o

N



Photo courtesy of Javad Montazeri

Asieh Amini

Date of Birth: 1973

Place of Birth: Ramsar

Place of Residence: Norway

Education: MA Cultural Studies (Diversity and Equality),
Norwegian University of Science and Technology; BA,
Communications with a journalism concentration,
Allameh Tabataba’i University

Profession: journalist, women'’s rights” activist, poet

Books: three collections of poetry

AEl (530 s S e S
IR

s hasle S

o Sidesbl 9o 0,55

§ oy xS

?m D3 33 S 45550



Poems by Iranian Women, 1960-2022 35

Suppose God is a man
and I am a woman

If I fall in love with him...
How do I embrace him?

Where do I kiss him?

How do our hands intertwine?



36 Songof the Ground Jay

?a‘)?';wl.ig:mﬂ\ﬂ|ﬂ d\}JL’
Lo sl

)\ﬁ>¢l.x_§ ‘JALAQ-

?Jﬂfg;o al;i.).sbou.i:&

Obe f

$355 o0 iy GRS PIUS 2 555 )
Y]

Lo 548

350 dalss 03) Sl o) pow oIS IS

>

Slesdas gla 4S5 (4l
o ol )

Mo caalis) gl
ey A2

Blee

Sl 5015 o
3,16 L;..;‘S:V.A
bled (oS 55,0 on
395 HLasl bl o
5,5 dal g3 Slloms

Py
~



Poems by Iranian Women, 1960-2022

His arms, are they clouds or rocks?
And which prophet

Will be our best man?

Which ceiling, which wall
will shelter our love?

On which twilight

will our bed be spread?
Incidentally

which war-torn land

will our child resemble?

Newsstands!
From now on
Instead of newspapers,

Sell cigarettes

For cigarettes

are more expensive

they cannot be returned

and nobody will ever punish you

for spreading smoke!

o
o~
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Don’t speak of bygone days

Describe the remaining days

With how many months do I bid farewell?
How many suns do I salute?

until you return!

g@
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I am fine.
Just like a farm
Its crops razed by locusts

No longer worried about sickles.

Tomorrow
Continuation of tonight,

Pain after pain

S
-,
=
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The Conscience of Pain

It was painful

The man seated on the floor
Leaning on a pillar

With his brown eyes

Staring at a distance.

It was more painful

That passersby would walk by him
Nobody would ask

Man, is there anything I can do?

Has something happened?
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They would only walk by him

They would not even look at him

Don’t believe that maybe I
Went to him

To ask how he was

It was most painful

That I

Like all other passersby
Just walked by him

fg@-

Directions

What a strange question!
“Directions to my heart?”

I put my hand on my chin

And I say:

After following the light of my eyes
And after reaching my kind smile
You kiss the doorway to my feelings
And pass through my silent skin
With your sweet talk you enter my veins
You flow with my blood

And keep going

And going

Then
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To the farm of my feelings
— My heart —

You will arrive

You will arrive!

You can review the map of my wounds
And learn:

Jumping without a parachute

Is joyful

And also painful.

Now that you have arrived at your destination
You run around

in the crowded alleys of my affection.
Suddenly

You will come across your fingerprints
imprinted...

On the walls of my heart

And Now?

Now...nothing!

Safely, you can master the directions

To another heart.
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