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IRAJ MIRZA

IRAJ MIRZA, JALAL-AL-MAMALEK, a major Persian poet and satirist of the
early 20th century and one of the most popular poets of the late Qajar period
(b. Tabriz, Ramazan 1291/October 1874; d. Tehran, 27 Sa-ban 1344/12 March
1926; FIGURE 1).

Life. Iraj Mirza was the son of Golam-Hosayn Mir-za Qajar, a grandson of Fath-
‘Ali Shah Qajar. His father was the poet laureate of the court of the crown
prince, Mozaffar-al-Din Mirza, at Tabriz. He was given the title of Sadr-al-
So‘ara’ and wrote poetry under the pen name of Behjat. Iraj received his
primary education in Tabriz from private tutors and also attended the Dar-al-
Fonun School there. His poetic talent drew the attention of Amir Nezam
Garrusi (q.v.), the governor of Azarbaijan, who encouraged him to continue
his studies and made him join his own son to study science and foreign
languages with private tutors (Divan, ed. Mahjub, pp. xvi-xvii, xx-xxii). He
acquired some knowledge of French, Turkish, Arabic, and Russian; and he
alludes to his linguistic abilities in a verse (Divan, p. 38, v. 679). He married at
the age of sixteen, but three years later lost both his wife and his father. These
tragic events, along with the suicide of his son Ja'farqoli Mirza in 1917, are
reflected in his poetry.

At the age of eighteen, Iraj was appointed by Amir Nezam as the assistant
principal of the Mozaffari School, which the latter had founded in Tabriz. A
year later, after the death of Iraj’s father, Amir Nezam, whom Iraj had already
panegyrized, chose him as his father’s successor. He had been given the title of
Fakr-al-So‘ar@’, which he does not seem to have cared for or ever used,
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although he did serve for some time as the official poet of the crown prince
Mozaffar-al-Din Mirza (Divan, pp. xxvi-xxviii; Aryanpur, p. 383).

Iraj Mirza’s first official appointment was in 1896 as private secretary to Mirza
‘Ali Khan Amin-al-Dawla (q.v.), when the latter was serving in Azarbaijan; and
when he resigned from his post and came to Tehran, Iraj also came to the
capital in his entourage. Some time later Iraj left for Europe as a member of a
delegation led by Dabir Hozur Ahmad Qawam (later Qawam-al-Saltana). On
his return to Persia in 1900, he was appointed the head of the Tabriz chamber
of commerce (otag-e tejarat) by Nezam-al-Saltana Mafi and came to Tehran
with him in the same year (Aryanpur, pp. 384-85). In 1901 Iraj started to work
as a translator at the customs office in Kermansah and stayed there until 1904.
He was then transferred to the Ministry of Education, where he served for five
years and founded the ministry’s secretariat office (dabir-kana). In 1908, he
went back to Tabriz as the personal secretary of Mahdiqoli Mokber-al-Saltana
Hedayat (q.v.), the new governor of Azarbaijan. He returned to his old job
after about two years and became instrumental in instituting an office dealing
with archeological excavations, Edara-ye ‘atiqajat (later Edara-ye bastan-
Senasi) in the ministry. In 1915, after serving for a while as the deputy
governor of Isfahan, the governor of Abada, and at the customs office of
Anzali, he found new employment at the Ministry of Finance, where, after
four years of service, he was transferred to Khorasan as the deputy director of
the finance department in that province. The five years that he spent there
proved the most significant and productive period in his life as a poet
(Aryanpur, pp. 386-88). It was during this period that he met the noted poet
and literary scholar of the time Adib NiSaburi, to whom he was indebted for
the full development of his poetic talent (Divan, p. X1, n. 1; Aryanpur, p. 391, n.
2). His famous work, Aref-nama, a witty poem imbued with homoeroticism
(see HOMOSEXUALITY iii.) in rhymed couplets addressed to Abu’l-Qasem ‘Aref
Qazvini (q.v.; Divan, pp. 75 ff.; Aryanpur, pp. 391-93, 398-401) also dates from
this period.

Two years later, in March 1926, Iraj Mirza died of a heart attack and was
buried in the Zahir-al-Dawla cemetery in Samiran. A moving poem he had
composed as his own epitaph is inscribed on his modest tomb (Iraj Mirza, p.
152; tr. in Arberry, 1964, p. 85). Mohammad-Taqi Bahar (q.v.) also wrote an
elegy commemorating his death, and Mohammad-'Ali Amir-Jahed composed a
song entitled “Aman az in del,” addressing Iraj Mirza: “treasure of knowledge,
where are you?” (ganj-e danes koja’i). It was sung by the foremost chanteuse of
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the time, Qamar-al-Moluk Waziri (q.v.), who began her performance by saying
that the song was “in memory of Iraj Mirza” (dar sug-e Iraj).

Poetry. Iraj Mirza has had a strong influence on many later poets. His intimate,
idiomatic mode of expression and almost conversational tone initiated an
entirely new trend in Persian poetry, which some critics have referred to as
“the journalistic style” (sabk-e ruz-nama’; Iraj Mirza, Mahjub’s Introd., pp.
xxxix-x1). It was the simplicity of his language that, according to RaSid Yasami,
caused his poetry to conquer the whole country, and, according to Sa‘id Nafisi,
made him “the most sweet-spoken poet of our time” (apud Yusofi, pp. 358,
369). He has been called the Sa‘di of his time by Mohammad-Taqi Bahar, “the
unrecognized famous” (namavar-e nasenakta) by Nader Naderpur. Golam-
Hosayn Yusofi, referring to his beautiful, affectionate verses on motherhood
and maternal love, has called him “the poet of mother” (Yusofi, p. 357).
Edward G. Browne used the best-known poem of Iraj on maternal love in the
dedication of the fourth volume of A Literary History of Persia to his mother.

Iraj Mirza’s poetry has been influenced by, besides Adib NiSaburi, the works of
Amir Nezam Garrusi, who was distinguished for his skillful use of colloquial
language in literary works, and by Abu’l-Qasem Qa’em Maqam Farahani,
whose poem Jalayer-nama served Iraj Mirza as the model for his own
matnawis, in particular ‘Aref-nama (Iraj, p. 30, v. 538, p. 96, vv. 509-11; Mah-
jub’s Introd., pp. xxi-xxii, X1, n. 1; Bahar, III, p. 363).

Iraj Mirza is a master of light verse, but behind the apparent levity there is
much scathing criticism of the social and political conditions of the country. A
frequent theme is the question of the use of the veil (hejab) by women, which
effectively barred them from active participation in social affairs. He was
writing in the aftermath of the Constitutional Revolution (q.v.), when the
country was facing a multitude of new social, political, and cultural challenges
(according to Malekzada, II, pp. 73-74, Iraj was an ardent supporter of the
Revolution). A broad-minded, liberal intellectual such as Iraj Mirza could not
escape the impact of the Revolution, which, inter alia, had re-invigorated the
literary movement that had started in the mid-19th century to address more
immediate social and political questions. Many poets and writers (e.g.,
Dehkoda, ASraf Gilani, qq.v.) used colloquial idioms, even slang, in their
serious works, but none with such effortless ease as displayed by Iraj Mirza.
The cultural milieu created by the Constitutional Movement also encouraged
poetry to undergo certain changes in terms of diction, form, and vocabulary as
well as content. Politics of the day became the focal point of a good deal of
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poetry produced at this time, as oblique expressions and intricate imagery
gave way to direct and robust language, which, even in lyrical poetry, often
addressed social issues while criticizing the guardians of the old order.
Narrative verses in rhyming couplets (manzuma) gained great popularity,
overshadowing other forms. Iraj Mirza composed several pieces in this genre.
The best and the most popular among them is a love story titled Zohra o
Manuceher, which is a versified version of an incomplete translation of
William Shakespeare’s Venus and Adonis by Lotf-‘Ali Suratgar (Iraj Mirza, pp.
97 ff.; Aryanpur, pp. 403 ff.; Yusofi, p. 362 n. 1; Hakimian); others of note are
‘Aref-nama, Enqelab-e adabi (Literary revolution), and Sah o jam (The king and
the cup).

A major characteristic of his poetry is the fact that he rarely recognizes any
bounds in his diction. He freely and skillfully uses non-literary and even
obscene terms in his seemingly serious poems, in a way which might shock a
casual reader unfamiliar with the thrust and historical background of his
works (e.g., aldang, qoromdang, kacal kalaca, alpar, susa mardaka, deqq-e del,
dabanguz, etc.; see Divan, p. 31, vv. 545, 548, 552, p. 81, v. 144, p. 103, v. 661, p.
116, vv. 979, 985, p. 122, v. 1089). This feature of his work often provided the
grounds for authorities to have his Divan removed from the shelves, while at
the same time explaining the succes de scandale with which many of his poems
were received at publication and their wide circulation and immense
popularity. His poetry is rich in linguistic innovations. His application of
Arabic morphological rules to Persian words is one of his favorite ploys,
creating a scope for satire (e.g., mostamandin “miserable ones,” ajfang “more
nonsensical” < jafang “nonsensical,” qalil-al-kerad “of little wisdom” [Ar.
construct made of Ar. galil and Pers. kerad]; Divan, p. 15, v. 25, p. 31, v. 557, p.
121, v. 1081). He also coined some new compound nouns and adjectives, which
are solely used in his own poetry (nasrin-tan, mah-gabgab, kar-molla, geryekar,
etc.; see Divan, p. 76, v. 18, p. 78, v. 76, p. 85, v. 235, p. 95, v. 475). He also coined
new verbs of his own (e.g., fararidan “to escape,” jahannamidan “to go to hell”;
Divan, p. 96, v. 501, p. 178, v. 265) that often add a witty twist to the line, but
none of them seems to have gained currency. He has also used reduplicated
nouns such as madar-kvahar (p. 81, v. 139) ajil-majil (p. 96, v. 500), lira-mira (p.
214, v. 19), etc., which had never been used in literary works. This was
apparently part of his effort to break with the traditional norms of Persian
poetry as well as to create a more natural atmosphere commensurate with the
theme of a given poem. Another obvious feature of his poetry is the excessive
use of foreign words, mostly Turkish and French. Mohammad-Ja‘far Mahjub
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has provided a list of these words in his edition of the Divan (pp. 303-4), in
which seventy-seven out of eighty-three words listed are French (see also
Aryanpur, pp. 317-19).

His Divan, comprised of panegyric odes (qasida), lyrics (gazal, q.v.), and
rhymed couplets (matnawi), was first published by his son Kosrow as Koliyat-e
divan-e Iraj Mirza (n.d., Tehran). It was later edited with notes and a detailed
introduction by Mohammad-Ja‘far Mah-jub, and this edition has undergone
several reprints with many additions and corrections. His total output does not
exceed 4,000 verses, a rather small figure in comparison with other poets of
the Qajar era.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Masa-Allah Ajudani, Ya marg ya tajaddod: daftar-i dar Ser o adab-e masruta,
London, 2002, pp. 166-71, 206-7, 251-53, 255.

Arthur J. Arberry, ed., Persian Poems: an Anthology of Verse Translations,
London, 1964. Yahya Aryanpur, Az Saba ta Nima, 3 vols., Tehran, 1973-95, II,
pp. 383-419.

Mohammad-Taqi Bahar, Sabk-Senasi, 3 vols., Tehran, 1958.
Taqi Bine3, “Se‘r-e Iraj,” Nasriya-ye farhang-e Korasan 5, 1963, pp. 35-40.

A. Behdad, Nang o nam-e $a‘er: dar bara-ye zendagi wa as‘ar-e Iraj Mirza,
Tehran, 1992.

‘Abd-al-‘Ali Dastgayb, “Se‘r o zendagi-e Iraj Mirza,” Payam-e novin 2/3, 1961, pp.
17-21.

Wali-Allah Dorudian, Sarc¢asmaha-ye mazamin-e Se‘r-e Iraj Mirza, Tehran, 2001.

Mortaza Farajian and Mohammad-Baqer Najafzada Barforu$, Tanzsarayan-e
Iran az mas-ruta ta enqelab, 3 vols., Tehran, 1991, I, pp. 94-102.

Nosrat-Allah Fathi, ‘Aref wa Iraj, Tehran, 1954. Hadi Ha'eri, ed., Ganjina-ye




@\ IRAJ MIRZA | Behrooz Mahmoodi-Bakhtiari

dawq wa honar-e Iraj, Tehran, 1991.

Abu’l-Fath Hakimian, “Tahqiq piramun-e afsana-ye Zohra wa Manuceher,”
Honar o mardom, nos. 165-66, 1976, pp. 49-56.

Dinshah J. Irani, Sokanvaran-e dawran-e Pahlavi/Poets of the Pahlavi Period,
Bombay, 1933, pp. 123-77.

Iraj Mirza, Divan, ed. Mohammad-Ja‘far Mahjub as Tahqiq dar ahwal o atar o
afkar o asar-e Iraj Mirza wa kanadan wa niakan-e u, Tehran, 1970; seventh
reprint with additions, Los Angeles, 2003.

H. Kaleqi-rad, Qet'a wa qeta-sara’i dar Ser-e farsi, Tehran, 1996.

Mohammad Khan Mehrnur, “Iraj Mirza dar ayina-ye Se‘r-e kvi§,” Honar o
mardom, ViZa-nama-ye Iran o Pakestan, 1, 1976, pp. 21-27.

Mehdi Mojtahedi, Rejal-e Iran dar ‘asr-e masrutiyat, ed. Golam-Reza Tabataba’i
Majd, Tehran, n.d., pp. 68-73.

Nader Naderpur, “Iraj, namavar-e naSenakta,” Sokan 23, 1974, pp. 352-67.

Ahmad Niku-hemmat, “Sayr-i dar zendagi wa atar-e Iraj,” Wahid 12, 1974, pp.
615-23.

A. A. Naqipur, Now-avari dar Se'r-e farsi, Mashad, 1973.

Nosrat-Allah Nuh, “Nama-ye Iraj Mirza ba Sartip Fazl-Allah Zahedi,” Ayanda
15/10-12, 1989, pp. 807-8.

Mohammad Qazvini, “Wafayat-e mo‘aserin,” Yadgar 3/3, 1946, p. 39.

Golam-Reza Riazi, Iraj wa nokba-ye as‘ar-as, Tehran, 1963. Ebrahim Safa’i, “Ba
yad-e Iraj-e Sirin-sokan,” Rudaki 29, 1974, pp. 12-13.

Golam-‘Ali Sayyar, “Do yadegar-e adabi az Yaqgma Jandaqi wa Iraj Mirza,”
Ayanda 11/1-3, 1985, pp. 173-74.

Z. N. Vorozheykina, “O tvorchestve Iredzh-Mirzui,” Kratkie soobshcheniya
Instituta vostokovedeniya Akademii Nauk 17, 1955, pp. 73-82.

Idem, Iredzh Mirza, Moscow, 1961. Mohammad-Ja‘far Yahaqqi, Cun sabu-ye
teSna: tarik-e adabiyat-e mo‘aser-e farsi, Tehran, 1995.




Vol. X111, Fasc. 2, pp. 202-204 @
)

Rasid Yasami, Adabiyat-e mo‘aser-e Iran, Tehran, 1937, pp. 23-27.

Golam-Hosayn Yusofi, “Setaye$gar-e madar,” in idem, CaSma-ye rowsan: didar-
i ba sa‘eran, Tehran, 1990, pp. 357-69.




