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Figure 1. Image of San‘atizadeh Kermani published in
Ruzegari ke godast.

SAN‘ATIZADEH KERMANI, ‘ABD-AL-HOSAYN (il S sulj sirin wallae , ‘Abd-
al-Hosayn San‘atizadeh Kermani, b. Kerman, Ordibehest 1275S./ May 1896; d.
Paris, Sahrivar 1352S./Sep 1973), Persian novelist and a pioneering figure in
the formation of modern Persian prose fiction, particularly in the genres of
historical, utopian, and science-fiction writing.

Life

San‘atizadeh Kermani was born into a prominent family of Kerman. His
father, Hajj ‘Ali Akbar (12385/1318S [1859-1939]), a supporter of the
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Constitutional Revolution in Kerman, was a textile manufacturer who in 1916
established one of Iran’s earliest modern orphanages, still in operation as of
2023 (Ganjavi, 2023, 446). In 1923, San‘atizadeh married Qamartaj
Dowlatabadi (1907-1992), the youngest child of Hajj Mirza Hadi (1831-1907), a
prominent mojtahed (high-ranking jurist) of Isfahan, and the sister of Seddiqa
Dawlatabadi, a journalist and pioneer of women’s rights in Iran. Their
marriage ended in 1933; their progeny included Homayun San‘atizadeh, the
noted entrepreneur and founding manager of Mo'assasa-ye enteSarat-e
Feranklin (see Franklin Book Program), Fereydun (1927-1949), and Mahdokt
(b.1933). San‘atizadeh Kermani’s second marriage was to KorSid Hemmati in
1940. This marriage produced four children, FereSteh (b.1942), Malakeh
(h.1946), Mohsen (b.1951), and Sirin (b.1955).

San‘atizadeh never pursued a formal education. As a very young man he
convinced his father to help him find a berth in the bazaar (San‘atizadeh
Kermani, 1967, 105). From adolescence he devoted himself to reading the
treatises of Mirza Aqa Khan , Talebuf, Mirza Malkom Khan, and James
Morier’s The Adventures of Hajji Baba of Isfahan. He also spent a period in
Tehran, under the supervision of a friend of his father, copying the treatises of
Mirza Aqa Khan—and probably several treatises by SAYYED ‘ALl MOHAMMAD
SIRAZI—for the purpose of sending them to Edward G. Browne (San‘atizadeh
Kermani, 1967, 144). During this same period, he became familiar with the art
of playwriting as well as the book trade. Upon returning to Kerman, he
founded the Kerman Library, which became a gathering place for intellectuals
and a venue for offering works such as the writings of Yahya Dowlatabadi
(1863-1939) (Ganjavi, 2021). A successful businessman, he was engaged in
exporting carpets and turquoises, and importing sewing machines into the
country. He also invested in real estate. Following in his father’s footsteps, he
managed the orphanage and sponsored the building of a library annex.
San‘atizadeh Kermani is also considered a pioneering figure in the history of
the theatre and performing arts in Kerman. He himself directed the only play
he ever wrote, in around 1911, Natija-ye mo‘aserat-e Moftkor-al-so‘ara’ ba
Likpilik-al-molk, which could be translated as “The Consequence of the
Friendship between a Sponger Poet and a Member of the Ruling Class”
(San‘atizadeh Kermani, 1967, 155-172). This piece of comic theatre was the first
play staged in Kerman’s modern theatrical history (Aqa-‘Abbasi, 2012, 35-37).

It has been suggested that San‘atizadeh was sympathetic to Babi/Azali circles,
and his autobiography Ruzegari ke godast (“Days Gone By”) (1967) implicitly
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foregrounds the lives, ideas, and struggles of Azali-Babis in the late Qajar
period (Nabavi, 2012, 115-41).

Works

San‘atizadeh Kermani developed his literary career in constant dialogue with
late 19th-century Iranian literary theorists and authors such as Mirza Aqa
Khan Kermani (1854-1897). San‘atizadeh’s first novel, Damgostaran ya
enteqamkvahan-e Mazdak (“The Ensnarers, or the Avengers of Mazdak”) was
published in Bombay in 1920-21, and the second volume of the work in
1925-26 in Tehran with an introduction by Mojtaba Minovi (Browne, 1959, 466;
Aryanpur, 2003, 224-227; Kamshad, 1966, 47-50), in which he praises the
author for his pioneering attempt at crafting a historical novel with ethical
overtones. It is among the earliest examples of modern Persian historical
fiction. The novel delineates the fall of the Sasanian Empire following the Arab
conquest of Iran and offers a sharp critique of the decline of the ethical values
in the late Sasanian era (Mir ‘Abedini, 2001, 36).

In his juxtaposition of the first volume of the novel and Sayk Musa Nasri’s
(1260-1332) ESq o saltanat ya fotuhat-e Kuros-e kabir (“Love and Kingship, or
the Victories of Cyrus the Great”), Edward Browne points to the relative
abundance of the archaeological errors in San‘atizadeh’s novel (Browne, 1959,
466). Soviet Orientalist Evgenii Eduardovich Berthels criticizes The Ensnarers
from a Marxist-Leninist perspective and argues that San‘atizadeh Kermani is
representative of the Iranian bourgeoisie, and therefore troubled by the
revolutionary struggle that intends to abolish the capitalist regimes. Basil
Nikitin (1885-1960), on the other hand, argues that San‘atizadeh Kermani is a
patriot who stresses the value of individualism in society, delinking individual
value from social background (Aryanpur, 2003, 225). Frantisek Makhalski
considers San‘atizadeh Kermani the father of the Persian historical novel, and
situates his novel writing as part of the conflict between intellectual and
progressive forces in Iran and the remnants of the old regimes. He too
describes these works as patriotic (Aryanpur, 2003, 225). Ganjavi argues, based
on a close, comparative study of five pioneering Persian historical novels, that
their authors were fundamentally different in their motivations for writing,
modes of historical analysis, and the types of historical sources they deployed.
Rather than treating early Persian historical fiction as a unified nationalist or
bourgeois project, he demonstrates the existence of multiple
genealogies—critical, nationalist, and pedagogical—within the genre (Ganjavi,
2021). Focusing in particular on a critical genealogy, Ganjavi reads the first
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volume of San‘atizadeh’s Dam-gostaran as a narrative that exposes collective
violence and aligns ethically with historically suppressed and erased figures,
thereby positioning the Persian historical novel not merely as a vehicle for
patriotic affirmation but as a sustained site of historical critique (Ganjavi,
2021).

Fereydun Adamiyat (1920-2008) has criticized the historical novels of
San‘atizadeh Kermani, specifically Damgostaran ya enteqam-k’ahan-e Mazdak,
and Mani-e naqqas (“Mani the Painter”, 1926) as plagiarism. Adamiyat argues
that a handful of notables of Kerman who were familiar with Mirza Aga Kan
Kermani’s life, such as Mahmud Dabestani Kermani, a member of parliament,
had heard rumors that Mirza Aqa Kan had portrayed the lives of a number of
historical figures, including Mazdak, Mani, Nader Sah and Sah Soltan Hosayn,
in the Western novel form. Adamiyat further speculates that during meetings
in Istanbul Mirza Aqa Kan had provided Hajj ‘Ali Akbar —‘Abd-al-Hosayn’s
father — with some manuscripts to be delivered to his family in Iran. As Mirza
Aga Kan was at the time the subject of an investigation into his ties with the
Babi faith, his family refused the delivery and the manuscripts were later
inherited by San‘atizadeh Kermani. Adamiyat argues that there are close
similarities between Mirza Aqa Kan Kermani’s historical theories and those in
Damgostaran ya enteqam-kvahan-e Mazdak (“The ensnarers, or the avengers of
Mazdak”) explaining the fall of the Sasanian Empire (Adamiyat, 1979).

San‘atizadeh Kermani rejects these accusations in his biography, Ruzegari ke
godast (“Days Gone By”, 1967; see also San‘atizadeh Kermani, 1968). In this
book, he publishes the letter of the Iranian Consul in Istanbul signed on 23 July
1894 in which the Consul asks the Ottoman officials to permit Hajj ‘Ali Akbar to
cross the border on his way back home. Pointing to the letter’s date,
San‘atizadeh Kermani argues that the return of his father to Iran was two
years prior to the execution of Mirza Aqa Kan Kermani (San‘atizadeh Kermani,
1967, 310). In his own investigation of this accusation, Ganjavi also provides
several historical, thematic, and linguistic reasons to refute the charge of
plagiarism, showing that although San‘atizadeh was influenced by Kermani’s
ideas, the evidence for direct copying is unconvincing and the similarities are
better understood as influence (Ganjavi, 2020).

Majma*-e Divanegan (“The Society of Lunatics”), published in two short
volumes in Tehran in 1924 and 1925, was famously the first piece of utopian
fiction in Persian. It chronicles the tale of a group of madmen who on New
Year’s Eve escape from a mental institution to experience freedom. Among
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them is an illuminated pir (spiritual leader), who by using his knowledge of
“magnetism” takes them forward two thousand years to experience the
progressive social formations of a utopian civilization, in which such notions
as the law, security, technology, surveillance, sustainable energies and modern
transportation are central. However, one critic has pointed out that the novel
suggests a concern with democratic public participation was yet to appear on
the fictional scene (Sarbanquli, 2012, 61). Critics have also traced the imprint
of Alexander Dumas’ novels on San‘atizadeh’s fictional account of the life of
Mani, the prophet and the founder of Manichaeism (Mir ‘Abedini, 2001, 35).

SalahsSur (“The Champion”, 1933) San‘atizadeh’s account of the rebellion of
Ardasir, the founder of the Sasanian Empire, was followed by Rostam dar
qarn-e bist o dovvom (“Rostam in the Twenty-Second Century”, 1934), the first
Persian work of science fiction, and arguably San‘atizadeh’s most noted novel,
initially serialized in Safaq-e sork, a daily newspaper edited by Mayel
Toyserkani (c. 1847-1950), before later being published by Ittihadiya Printing
house in Tehran. In this novel, written a few years before the onset of the
Second World War, Zahedan becomes the locale where San‘atizadeh’s utopian
solutions for national and international challenges and conflicts are actualized
(Ganjavi, 2016, 60-64).

In a private letter, Nima YusSij (1896-1960) criticized the novel’s idealist
conception of futurity, arguing that its vision of the future relied on
imaginative projection rather than materialist historical reasoning, and urged
the author toward greater attention to social and economic contradictions
(Yusij, 1997, 571).

‘Alam-e abadi (“The Hereafter”, 1938) is the story of a group of wealthy
individuals who sponsor a scientific venture in pursuit of eternal life.
Fereshta-ye Solh ya Fattaneh Esfahani (“Fattaneh of Isfahan, the Angel of
Peace”, 1321/1942) narrates the life of Fattaneh, a young female scientist who
creates a weapon which can destroy all other weapons. She intends to use this
weapon to support international peace. The historical novel Siyah pusan ya
dastan-e Abu Moslem (“The Men in Black or the Story of Abu Moslem”)
(1323/1944) narrates the life of Abt Moslem Korasani, prominent leader of the
‘Abbasid movement. Nader, fateh-e dehli (“Nader, Conqueror of Delhi”)
(1335/1956) narrates the life and military and political deeds of Nader Sah,
who in the 18th century arose from obscurity to gain control of the Persian
Empire.
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His last book, Ruzegari ke godast (“Days Gone By”), is an autobiographical
piece written in 1967. Following the tradition of the autobiographical
narratives of the constitutional period and inspired by such picaresque novels
as The Adventures of Haji Baba of Ispahan, the text narrates the life of
San‘atizadeh Kermani and his father, Hajj ‘Ali Akbar.

Long overshadowed by later developments in Persian fiction, his historical,
utopian, and science-fiction narratives are increasingly recognized as
pioneering experiments in genre formation, futurity, and the ethical uses of
history in modern Persian prose (Ganjavi, 2019).
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