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ON THE BOOK OF KINGS: FERDOWSI, VOLTAIRE, PETER BROOK



Ferdowsi’s epic, The Shahnameh, considered to be the most influential history of Iran up to the time of its completion in the eleventh century, contains a complex criticism of the history created by succession of patriarchal warrior tribes and dynasties, common to other parts of the world as well. This aspect of the epic, however, is not readily explored or emphasized, perhaps because it highlights the existence of social practices, often associated with Zoroastrianism and based on solidarity, justice and truth, striving from time immemorial to steer human societies and human history towards a more humane existence. This paper stresses the importance of Ferdowsi’s story of Kaveh, the blacksmith who, in the mythic period covered by the Shahnameh, long before Martin Luther King did the same: refused to adjust to a system that is not just, and refused to put his name to a document that claimed the tyrant he was forced to live under was an exemplary ruler and model human being. The paper relates this tradition of resistance and revolt in Persia to Voltaire’s criticism of Euro-centrism, religious bigotry and history reduced to a Book of Kings (found in his Essays on Universal History, the Manners and Spirit of Nations, 1756), and to Peter Brook’s work on non-European epic traditions (Indian Mahabharata, Persian Conference of the Birds, African Sufi tradition exemplified by Tierno Bocar), undertaken in the late decades of his life. Indignation with history, similar to their own, was voiced by Brecht, in the poem “A Worker Reads History,” and Walter Benjamin, in notes On the Concept of History, where Angel of History wishes to distance himself from the chain of events of our past, because he sees them not as progress but as a single catastrophe. This paper is a reminder that those who feel compelled to refuse and resist domination and exploitation present in the world today have a long and illustrious tradition worth keeping alive and fighting for. Today, numerous new alternative people’s histories challenge the validity of the traditional ‘books of kings’: Ferdowsi and Voltaire preceded them, and with their works Brecht, Benjamin and Peter Brook certainly contributed to their emergence. Key words: attitudes to history, Aime Cesaire, Ferdowsi, The Shahnameh, Kaveh, Zarathustrian ethics (Asha), patriarchy, Maria Gimbutas, Eurocentrism, Voltaire, Peter Brook, Shakespeare



1. ATTITUDES TO HISTORY: SOME INTRODUCTORY REMARKS “My mother (I used to read the Bible with her every night) once said to me the Bible is the story of the conflict between the kings who had power, and the prophets who preached righteousness. And she told me to 1 [email protected] Lipar / Journal for Literature, Language, Art and Culture / Year XVIII / Volume 63
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support the prophets against the kings. It’s got me into a lot of trouble in my life, but the older I get the more important I think that is.” This is an anecdote Tony Benn shared with his audience during the lecture on “The long hard road to democracy and social justice,” given at Wolfson College, Oxford, on November 17, 2008.2 He used it to explain his longstanding interest in the English Revolution and his fascination with the extraordinary people’s movements (the Levelers, the Diggers) whose ideals of equality and social justice were defeated at the time, but resurfaced in all the subsequent social revolutions that tried to alter the history of the Western world. Jokingly, Benn commented on the fact that many establishment officials consider the seventeenth century regicide not a revolution but an “interregnum,” a short and insignificant break in the British “Book of Kings,” still successfully being written, but the connection he, the man of the twenty first century, established between his own political stance, the conflicts in the Bible, and the conflicts of the English Revolution, effectively made his point: the road to democracy and social justice is long and hard, and the struggle for the better world Jesus envisioned and radical Christian sects and other radicals fought and died for throughout history is not over. One way to react to this is to despair over the defeat of revolutions fought for the ideals of equality and justice; the other is to admire and celebrate the tenacity with which such struggles recur, and understand not only why they are defeated but also what it is that inspires human beings, in spite of defeat, never to give up the vision of a world radically different from the one perpetuated by the power of kings (and other new rulers of the world) over prophets and freedom fighters.3 In support of Benn’s claim that it is increasingly important to understand the true nature of this conflict between power and righteousness, kings and prophets, it is worth pointing out some strategies by which the perpetuation of unjust and destructive history is achieved. In the first two decades of the new millennium there has been a flood 2 https://podcasts.ox.ac.uk/long-hard-road-democracy-and-social-justice This paper will argue that Tony Benn’s critical stance connects him not only with the English tradition of radical dissent but also with Ferdowsi. Cambridge Fitzwilliam Library note on the Shahnameh states that “The Persian ‘Book of Kings’ is not a relentless praise of individual rulers or the institution of monarchy. Of the fifty kings named by Ferdowsi, only five are given unalloyed approbation, while many more are shown as unwise or deeply flawed. Towards the end of the Shahnameh, a sage is asked: ‘Who is the most desperate of men?’ He replies: ‘A good man who serves a worthless king.’ 3 “The Beginning of the revolt against Dahijas,” early nineteenth century Serbian epic poem, records the uprising against Turkish occupation and rule (called by some historians The Serbian Revolution) and opens with an explanation why rebellions and insurrections occur. They are not inspired by the power elites who manage to preserve some form of power and privilege by collaborating with the conquerors. Revolts arise from the masses of mankind who find exploitation and humiliation by foreign invaders and native aristocrats unbearable. Ту кнезови нису ради кавзи, / Нит’ су ради Турци изјелице, / Ал’ је рада сиротиња раја, Која глоба давати не може, / Ни трпити турскога зулума. See the anthology of poems The Revolt of the Serbs against the Turks:  (1804-1813), Cambridge University Press, 2012 (translated by W. A. Morison, originally published in 1942). See also Geoffrey N. W. Locke. The Serbian Epic Ballads: An Anthology. London: ASWA, 2002.
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of expensive television programs that glorify empires and shamelessly celebrate imperial history4. They, for instance, insist on ‘overlooked positive aspects of slavery’5, or deal at great length with technical explanations how coliseums for the slaughter of wild beasts and gladiators were built, without analyzing or problematizing any of these practices and phenomena. They are proud to provide original pricelists of exotic creatures, purchased to be put to death for the amusement of mass audiences in Rome or some more remote center of Empire; they admire the skill with which elevators were built to lift elephants onto the coliseum arenas, but do not raise a single question about the nature of civilizations entertained by cruelty and pain, and amused by spectacles of expiring men and animals. On the contrary: scientifically and with great admiration, additional television programs explore killing properties of ancient weapons, and video games for children are created to enable them to participate, through their imagination, in the great slaughters and conquests of antiquity. As Aime Cesaire has brilliantly pointed out in his Discourse on Colonialism (1950)6, uncritical transmission of those aspects of European history has generated all subsequent forms of Imperialism and given birth to Hitler, whose rationale for aggression, intolerance and hate is re-emerging in political life today because it has never, in fact, been repudiated. Cesaire criticizes European refusal to see Hitler as the product of Europe’s own millennia-old imperial ambitions and discriminatory practices, and says that if Europeans call Hitler’s ideology Nazism, “before they were its victims, they were its accomplices.” He insists “that they tolerated that Nazism7 before it was inflicted on them, that they absolved it, shut their 4 A good example of this is the 23 February 2005 French law on colonialism, passed and later repealed by the National Assembly, which required history books used in high-schools and universities to teach the “positive values” of colonialism (Article 4, Paragraph 2). See some of the reactions publish in The Guardian (“French angry at law to teach glory of colonialism”) https://www.theguardian.com/world/2005/apr/15/highereducation.artsandhumanities, on the WSWS web site: (“France: New law requires teachers to present a “positive” account of French colonialism”), https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2005/12/fran-d19.html, and the IPS (“FRANCE: Recasting Colonialism as a Good Thing”) http://www.ipsnews.net/2005/07/france-recasting-colonialism-as-a-good-thing/ 5 See television programs hosted by Cambridge historian Mary Beard. It is worth adding that the calls for reparation to the descendants of slaves have repeatedly being rejected, often with the counterclaim that it is the blacks of Africa, brought to the Americas as slaves, who should pay their enslavers for the opportunity slavery gave them to be ‘civilized’. See, for example, the report, published by the Independent, on the UN 2001 Durban conference on racism and racial discrimination, during which Britain, Spain, Portugal and the Netherlands refused to apologize for the slave trade “which saw up to 20 million Africans cross the Atlantic in chains between the 17th and 19th centuries,” because that could leave them facing lawsuits for compensation: http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/eu-nations-left-in-the-spotlight-over-slaveryapologies-9131672.html 6 See the full text at https://www.humanities.uci.edu/critical/pdf/Cesaire_Discourse_Colonialism_ JPrev.pdf 7 See also Michael Parenti’s 2007 text, “Fascism, a false revolution.” Among other things, Parenti writes: Lipar / Journal for Literature, Language, Art and Culture / Year XVIII / Volume 63
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eyes to it, legitimized it, because, until then, it had been applied only to non-European peoples; that they cultivated that Nazism, and that they are responsible for it” (36). In his final indictment he states: Yes, it would be worthwhile to study clinically, in detail, the steps taken by Hitler and Hitlerism and to reveal to the very distinguished, very humanistic, very Christian bourgeois of the twentieth century that without his being aware of it, he has a Hitler inside him, that Hitler inhabits him, that Hitler is his demon, that if he rails against him he is being inconsistent and that, at bottom, what he cannot forgive Hitler for is not the crime in itself, the crime against man, it is not the humiliation of man as such, it is the crime against the white man, the humiliation of the white man, and the fact that he applied to Europe, colonialist procedures which until then had been reserved exclusively for the Arabs of Algeria, the “coolies” of India, and the “niggers” of Africa.



That is the great thing Cesaire holds against what he calls pseudohumanism: “that for too long it has diminished the rights of man; that its concept of those rights has been, and still is, narrow and fragmentary, incomplete and biased and, all things considered, sordidly racist” (35-36). In the third section of the Discourse, Cesaire broadens his critique and quite rightly adds that in his opinion “the barbarism of Western Europe has reached an incredibly high level, being only surpassed - far surpassed, it is true - by the barbarism of the United States” (47). In order to understand better the reasons for Cesaire’s burning desire to put an end to histories written by slave owning monarchs and repub 



“Western capitalist states have tolerated and cooperated with fascism. After World War II, the Western capitalist allies did little to eradicate fascism from Italy or Germany except for the Nuremburg trials, but the police, the courts, the military, security agencies, the bureaucracy have remained largely staffed by those who had served the former Nazi regimes, or their ideological recruits, and that remains true to this day. How do you murder six million Jews, a half million Gypsies, several million Ukrainians, Russians, Poles, and others, and thousands of homosexuals, and get away with it? The only way you get away with it is that the very people who are supposed to look into these crimes were themselves complicit. What happened to the U.S. businesses that collaborated with fascism? Corporations like DuPont, Ford, General Motors, ITT, owned factories in these enemy countries that produced fuel, tanks, and planes that wreaked havoc on Allied forces during World War II. After the war, instead of being prosecuted for treason, ITT collected $27 million from the U.S. government for war damages inflicted on its German plants by Allied bombings. General Motors collected $33 million. Since the war, U.S. leaders have done their part in keeping Italian fascism alive, giving millions of dollars to right-wing organizations and neo-fascist organizations in Italy.” https://dandelionsalad.wordpress.com/2017/01/26/fascism-a-false-revolution-by-michael-parenti/ In 2012, an article from the Spiegel confirmed Parenti’s claim: “Ten days before Christmas, the German Interior Ministry acquitted itself of an embarrassing duty. It published a list of all former members of the German government with a Nazi past. Bundestag document 17/8134 officially announced, for the first time, something which had been treated as a taboo in the halls of government for decades: A total of 25 cabinet ministers, one president and one chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany -- as postwar Germany is officially known -- had been members of Nazi organization. http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/from-dictatorship-to-democracy-the-role-ex-nazisplayed-in-early-west-germany-a-810207.html. In the 1963 musical play Oh! What a Lovely War, Joan Littlewood and the Theatre Workshop dealt brilliantly with western countries’ cooperation with German big businesses even earlier, during WWI. The play was revived in 2014 in its original venue, Theatre Royal Stratford East, London.
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licans, it is good to remember his categorical dismissal of the widespread belief that colonialism was a civilizing mission that brought progress and enlightenment to the subhuman savages in the continents Europe conquered and controlled.8 Many today would agree with Cesaire’s claim that, because of its history, Europe is unable to justify itself either before the bar of ‘reason’ or before the bar of ‘conscience’, and that, indeed, it is “morally and spiritually indefensible.” Cesaire insisted that the odious hypocrisy behind which Europe hides this fact no longer deceives: for the crimes committed against humanity “today the indictment is brought against it not by the European masses alone, but on a world scale, by tens and tens of millions of men who, from the depths of slavery, set themselves up as judges.” The European masses he is referring to are, we may add, European women, (considered inferior since the establishment of Greek slave owning ‘democracy’, the model for all Western Catholic and WASPS societies), the socalled lower, working classes, and the slaves from Christian but ‘inferior’ white colonized peoples of Europe9, on whose suffering and exploitation rested the practices Europe brought to the continents it conquered and “civilized.” It needs to be stressed that those practices were not exclusively applied to other continents. They were, like the British treatment of the Irish10, homegrown ideological products, incorporated into and disseminated by the civilizing mission of colonialism. 8 Cesaire’s references to Ernest Renan illustrate this point, especially the following quote from Renan’s book La Reforme intellectuelle et morale: “We aspire not to equality but to domination. The country of a foreign race must become once again a country of serfs, of agricultural laborers, of industrial workers. It is not a question of eliminating the inequalities among men but of widening them and making them into a law.” (37) Additional evidence of unchanging attitudes to imperial history can be found in the Independent, in the January 2016 article by Jon Stone, “British people are proud of colonialism and the British Empire, poll finds; the Empire’s history is not widely taught in detail in British schools,” with an additional comment that David Cameron believes Empire should be “celebrated”. Similar article: “Wake up, Britain. Should the empire really be a source of pride?” published in the Guardian (23 January 2016), finds that “The man-made famines, slave trading, ethnic cleansing and day-to-day violence of empire have been rendered almost invisible.” Obviously, the omissions reported in 2016 were the outcome of a process inaugurated in 2010, when the Guardian reported that “Last week the new education secretary publicly appealed to proempire TV historian  Niall Ferguson  to help rewrite the history curriculum for English schools. Considering this is a man who has unashamedly championed British colonialism and declared that “empire is more necessary in the 21st century than ever before,” letting him loose on some of the most sensitive parts of the school syllabus in multicultural Britain might have been expected to provoke uproar. Instead it passed almost without comment.” The 2011 appeal “Let’s end the myths of Britain’s imperial past: David Cameron would have us look back to the days of the British empire with pride. But there is little in the brutal oppression and naked greed with which it was built that deserves our respect,” obviously had no effect and did not stop government’s revisionist plans. See full texts on https://www.theguardian.com/books/2011/oct/19/end-myths-britains-imperial-past and http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/british-people-are-proud-of-colonialismand-the-british-empire-poll-finds-a6821206.html 9 The treatment of the colonized Slavs by the Austro-Hungarian Empire is excellently portrayed by John Berger in the last section of his 1972 Booker Prize winning Novel G. Equally famous is the anticolonial speech he delivered on that occasion: http://gostbustere.tumblr.com/post/17158444595/ speech-by-john-berger-on-accepting-the-booker 10 See British Brutality in Ireland by Jack O’Brien (Irish Amer Book Co, 1989). It is interesting that in the Independent article published on January 19, 2016, listing five of the worst atrocities carried Lipar / Journal for Literature, Language, Art and Culture / Year XVIII / Volume 63
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Still, in spite of the long tradition of inter-European wars, culminating in two great World wars in a single century, the documentary evidence provided in Hans Johan Syberberg’s Hitler, a film from Germany (1977)11, unwittingly, through a comment in the film about the public’s response to anti-Jewish radio broadcasts used on a daily basis in Hitler’s Germany, makes it clear to what extent the old and the new imperial world orders have to be mentally coerced, because they operate contrary to human nature. The Germans were constantly exposed to the propaganda that the Jews are subhuman plague and rot of human society. They were additionally assured that their performance of the “patriotic duty” of their elimination is not harmful, but actually beneficent, for their German soul. In spite of the intensity and extent of the propaganda, to their surprise, the authorities were bombarded by letters claiming that although what is said about the Jew may be true, the communicants know a Jew who is not like that and should be saved from extinction. The SS bureaucrats complained that the number of reported ‘exceptions’ far exceeded the number of Jews they had on their extermination lists. The SS supreme commander Himmler, the organizer and supervisor of Nazi concentration camps, frequently made comments how difficult it was to carry out the cleansing operation he was charged with. Yet, the possibility to refuse and resist them was there: he himself did not use it, but numerous German soldiers did, choosing to die with the non-German victims rather than kill them12. Morally, they found dying easier than being complicit with genocide, carried out to assure the salvation of alleged German racial superiority and purity. Regrettably, in the West, the undemocratic ‘Book of Kings’ attitude to history has not changed. In spite of the Allied WWII victory over Hitler and the abolition of some monarchies, the defeat of Hitler’s imperial ambitions did not mean that other European Empires intended willingly to give up their overseas holdings and change their imperial ways.13 The English out by the British Empire, famines in India are on the list, but the same disasters in Ireland are not. http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/worst-atrocities-british-empire-amritsarboer-war-concentration-camp-mau-mau-a6821756.html 11 For discussions of this film see chapter 10 in Revisioning History: Film and the Construction of a New Past, Edited by Robert A. Rosenstone (Princeton, 1995), and Susan Sontag’s essay “Syberberg’s Hitler” (1980, NYRB) at http://www.syberberg.de/Syberberg4_2010/Susan-Sontag-Syberbergs-Hitler-engl.html. In Hitler: A Film from Germany, 1978. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L6fJaiGzdH4, original radio programs feature prominently, especially in part 3, “The End of the Winter’s Tale.” They are used to document Heinrich Himmler’s ideological justifications for the extermination of the Jews. See also R. J. Cardullo, Hans-Jürgen Syberberg, the Film Director as Critical Thinker: Essays and Interviews (Springer, 2016). 12 One such example is commemorated by the Yugoslav short film, Biografija Jozefa Šulca (1973), directed by Predrag Golubović. See also the report about the incident at http://histomil.com/viewtopic.php?t=10269 13 See Salman Rushdie, “The New Empire within Britain” (1982), essay included in Imaginary Homelands (1992): https://public.wsu.edu/~hegglund/courses/389/rushdie_new_empire.htm
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Revolution, the French Revolution, the Russian Revolution, all entailing violent deaths of monarchs, are today seen as the ultimate crimes of European history. The books that lament the fate of the Romanovs are legion, and in Britain, for the emptied time, series are made about the glory of British Kings, the same ones so brilliantly critiqued by Shakespeare. Perhaps Shakespeare was, indeed, almost eliminated from school reading lists at the beginning of the 21st century so that, as was claimed in the proposal made to that effect14, time and space can be provided for the students’ re-education by the new popular television programs made to celebrate British royal and imperial heritage. Henry VIII and his wives continue to be favorite topic of exploration and exploitation but, in the spirit of ‘feminism’, queens are also celebrated for the cruelty and cunning with which they managed to survive and prosper in the patriarchal political games, and women who became known, wealthy, and popular (often by prostituting themselves, royally or otherwise) are admired and recommended. Numerous great women in history, who followed different conceptions of meaningful life, rarely even get mentioned and never get to be seen or popularized as inspiring models. Everything is done to propagate the belief that history, before being interrupted by revolutions, was wonderful, a steady stream of milk and honey, until the god-ordained order of class society was rudely disrupted by bad boys Bolsheviks, or some other equally evil revolutionaries. 



“It sometimes seems that the British authorities, no longer capable of exporting governments, have chosen instead to import a new Empire, a new community of subject peoples of whom they think, and with whom they can deal, in very much the same way as their predecessors thought of and dealt with ‘the fluttered folk and wild’, the ‘new-caught, sullen peoples, half-devil and half-child’, who made up, for Rudyard Kipling, the White Man’s Burden. In short, if we want to understand British racism - and without understanding no improvement is possible - it’s impossible even to begin to grasp the nature of the beast unless we accept its historical roots. Four hundred years of conquest and looting, four centuries of being told that you are superior to the Fuzzy-Wuzzies and the wogs, leave their stain. This stain has seeped into every part of the culture, the language and daily life; and nothing much has been done to wash it out. …British thought, British society has never been cleansed of the filth of imperialism. It’s still there, breeding lice and vermin, waiting for unscrupulous people to exploit it for their own ends. One of the key concepts of imperialism was that military superiority implied cultural superiority, and this enabled the British to condescend to and repress cultures far older than their own; and it still does. For the citizens of the new, imported Empire, for the colonized Asians and blacks of Britain, the police force represents that colonizing army, those regiments of occupation and control. … Because this isn’t the England of fair play, tolerance, decency and equality--maybe that place never existed anyway, except in fairy-tales. In the streets of the new Empire, black women are abused and black children are beaten up on their way home from school. In the run-down housing estates of the new Empire, black families have their windows broken, they are afraid to go out after dark, and human and animal excrement arrives through their letter-boxes. The police offer threats instead of protection, and the courts offer small hope of redress. Britain is now two entirely different worlds, and the one you inhabit is determined by the colour of your skin. Now in my experience, very few white people, except for those active in fighting racism, are willing to believe the descriptions of contemporary reality offered by blacks. And black people, faced with what Professor Michael Dummett has called ‘the will not to know--a chosen ignorance, not the ignorance of innocence,’ grow increasingly suspicious and angry.”



14 See Ljiljana Bogoeva Sedlar, The 21st Century: the age of consent or concern? The Rise of Democratic Imperialism and ‘fall’ of William Shakespeare, Nasledje, Kragujevac, Volume 6, Issue 12 (2009), pp. 31-52. Lipar / Journal for Literature, Language, Art and Culture / Year XVIII / Volume 63
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Omission, as a form of control of knowledge, is the most effective strategy by which this is achieved. Harold Pinter talked about it in his 2005 Nobel Lecture15 when he reminded the world that everything is known about the crimes of Hitler and Stalin, but practically nothing about the crimes of the US, which he then preceded to list in the 30 minutes of his slightly longer speech. Ken Loach alluded to it in his 9/11 film, made not about the New York disaster, over whose 3000 dead many tears were shed, but about the 9/11, 1973, in Chile, whose 30 000 dead remain unknown and unmentioned by most citizens of our globally connected world. Likewise, most books on the Romanovs do not dwell on the fact that before the royal family died violently, the Tsar ordered the massacre of the poor who marched, led by an Orthodox priest, to petition him, their Bachushka, to ease their suffering of which, they were convinced, he was ignorant. Their pleas were met with bullets, and no tears were, or are, shed for their worthless lives. This was “normal” for western history. Where Victor Hugo saw Les Miserables, others of his class saw nothing disturbing, nothing worth their attention or concern. Exploitation, anti-Semitism, racism, classism, all these, as Cesaire pointed out, were publicly upheld by church and state, legitimized by science, and supported by most of the prominent intellectuals of the day.16 It is in light of this that Ferdowsi, Voltaire, Brecht, and Peter Book are important. As Brook says, art is wonderful because it can create a moment in which “a door opens and our vision is transformed.”17 In the text of his Nobel lecture, Art, Truth and Politics, Pinter phrased the idea of the necessary liberating insight slightly differently. Since “majority of politicians, on the evidence available to us, are interested not in truth but in power and in the maintenance of that power,” in order for them to do so, it is essential “that people remain in ignorance, that they live in ignorance of the truth, even the truth of their own lives. What surrounds us therefore is a vast tapestry of lies, upon which we feed.” As an example of how such tapestry of lies is woven Pinter then talks about Reagan and the US assault on Nicaragua and El Salvador in the 1980s. He reminds us that hundreds of thousands of deaths took place throughout these countries and asks: “Did they take place? And are they in all cases attributable to US foreign 15 After his initial remarks, pursuing his topic, Art, Truth and Politics, Pinter said: “I would like to look at the recent past, by which I mean United States foreign policy since the end of the Second World War. I believe it is obligatory upon us to subject this period to at least some kind of even limited scrutiny, which is all that time will allow here.” http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/ laureates/2005/pinter-lecture-e.html 16 In her LRB lecture ‘J’accuse’: Dreyfus in Our Times, Professor Jacqueline Rose exposes the little known and appalling anti-Semitism that existed in France. The WWII clash between the Resistance movement in France and Hitler’s collaborators in that country can be seen as one more illustration of the continued struggle between kings (upper class power holders) and people, whose uncompromised belief in liberty and justice for all led them to fight for them, against all odds. See https:// www.lrb.co.uk/v32/n11/jacqueline-rose/jaccuse-dreyfus-in-our-times 17 See Brook’s essay “The Golden Fish” in his book The Open Door, Thoughts on Acting and Theatre (1993)
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policy? The answer is yes they did take place and they are attributable to American foreign policy. But you wouldn’t know it. It never happened. Nothing ever happened. Even while it was happening it wasn’t happening. It didn’t matter. It was of no interest. The crimes of the United States have been systematic, constant, vicious, remorseless, but very few people have actually talked about them.” To use the phrase Canadian documentarist Scott Noble applies ably in his film Psywar: the real battlefield is in your mind18, these amnesiac omissions happen because today perception management is the key to the control of people and events they engage in. Attitudes to history passed on by the ‘Books of World Controllers’ are formulated as instruments of political perception management and exist to justify and normalize one specific social practice, their own, certainly not to question or subvert it. Aldous Huxley, who had cured himself from near blindness, came to admire Blake because Blake understood that it is probably easier to correct physically impaired vision than cleanse the doors of perception from intellectual, moral and spiritual contamination and ideological blindness. Alternative histories are often embedded in works of art. They function as attempts at such cleansing, undertaken so that the mind of men can open to a different understanding of the past and embrace a more enlightened approach to the present and the time to come. As Pinter says in the conclusion of his Nobel Lecture, When we look into a mirror we think the image that confronts us is accurate. But move a millimeter and the image changes. We are actually looking at a never-ending range of reflections. But sometimes a writer has to smash the mirror - for it is on the other side of that mirror that the truth stares at us. I believe that despite the enormous odds which exist, unflinching, unswerving, fierce intellectual determination, as citizens, to define the real truth of our lives and our societies is a crucial obligation which devolves upon us all. It is in fact mandatory. If such a determination is not embodied in our political vision we have no hope of restoring what is so nearly lost to us - the dignity of man. 18 The term is used as the title of the first segment of Noble’s 2010 documentary Psywar. The film is available at https://vimeo.com/14772678. His trilogy, The Power Principle, has a title card that reads: “If there is a devil in history, it is the power principle. - Mikhail Bakunin”. Wikipedia usefully states that the film shows “how the US government and the military-industrial complex, together with the US media, developed a powerful propaganda machinery (inspired in good part from Nazi propaganda) in order to scare and convince the public that US invasions like those in Dominican Republic (1965), Grenada (1983), US support for brutal mass-killings, terror campaigns like those in  Guatemala  (1954),  Indonesia (1965),  El Salvador (1979), US-designed assassination plots like those in Nicaragua (1981) and in huge parts of Latin America (Operation Condor) and support for overthrowing democratically elected governments like those in Brazil (1964) and Chile (1973), were needed in order to prevent the spread of Communism using mainly the domino theory.” It is worth noting that in his Nobel Lecture Harold Pinter made the same observation, reminding the world that when in Nicaragua, under the Sandinistas, free education and free health services were established, infant mortality reduced by a third, and Polio eradicated, “the United States denounced these achievements as Marxist/Leninist subversion.” Valuable correction of historical amnesia is also presented in Scott Noble’s 2016 film Plutocracy: http://www.filmsforaction.org/watch/plutocracy/. Lipar / Journal for Literature, Language, Art and Culture / Year XVIII / Volume 63
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Ferdowsi, Voltaire and Peter Brook are important because they move us in the direction of the “real truths” that most politicians and the ‘traditions’ they defend are determined to hide from public view. They looked on the other side of the ‘royal mirrors’, and by telling us what they saw they broadened our views, altered our conventional perceptions and manufactured consents, and liberated the powers of the imagination to envisage, and strive to create a world and a way of life where the dignity of no human being needs to be violated or sacrificed. Movements in that direction are not encouraged and are often very dangerous. Thomas More, the first conspiracy theorist, wrote that looking at history he could not, so help him god, avoid the conclusion that a conspiracy of the rich against the poor was in progress. It may be the real reason why he was decapitated, and why it is very common for the last chapter of his Utopia to be appended with a discussion Was More a Communist?19 American historian Howard Zinn20 moved many in the same direction when he asked a simple question: If modern US history and interventionist foreign policy are explained as responses to the need to fight and destroy Communism, what was US history like before it had such an excuse, before the evils of Bolshevism and Communism even exited? The question lead to the ‘discovery’ of the genocide of the native Indian population (misrepresented or omitted from traditional histories of America), and to the very undemocratic problem related to the importation and exploitation of slaves, omitted, like women and the un-wealthy, from the definition of man whose rights to life liberty and the pursuit of happiness the Declaration of Independence promised to protect. Because of his (Zoroastiran) dedication to truth, Ferdowsi died poor and out of favor with the King for whom he had written the Shahnameh; Voltaire in his lifetime experienced numerous exiles; after the protest play US, and the film based on it, Tell Me Lies21 Peter Brook left England of his own accord, curious to discover in other parts 19 “When I consider any social system that prevails in the modern world, I can’t, so help me God, see it as anything but a conspiracy of the rich to advance their own interests under the pretext of organizing society. They think up all sorts of tricks and dodges, first for keeping safe their ill-gotten gains, and then for exploiting the poor by buying their labor as cheaply as possible. Once the rich have decided that these tricks and dodges shall be officially recognized by society—which includes the poor as well as the rich—they acquire the force of law. Thus, an unscrupulous minority is led by its insatiable greed to monopolize what would have been enough to supply the needs of the whole population.” Thomas More, Utopia, Book 2, Sec 23, (translated by Paul Turner, Penguin Books). 20 Howard Zinn: The Historian Who Changed The History, Pankaj Prasoon, 10 February, 2010, Countercurrents.org, at http://www.countercurrents.org/prasoon100210.htm/. See Zinn’s 1992 lecture The Interpretation of History at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1KEHbtr89_4. His 1980 book A People’s History of the United States can be read on the Internet at http://library.uniteddiversity.coop/More_Books_and_Reports/Howard_ZinnA_peoples_history_ of_the_United_States.pdf. 21 ‘Tell me lies about Vietnam, because I can’t stand the truth’ was the frequent response Brook and his crew got from people in England, interviewed about the situation in Indochina. See chapter “U.S. means YOU, Means US,” in Peter Brook’s The Shifting Point: Forty years of theatrical exploration 1946-1987, Methuen, 1987. p.61-63. See also Tell Me Lies, Text and photographs from the Royal Shakespeare company’s production of US, by Michael Kustov, Geoffrey Reeves, and Albert Hunt, with an introduction by Peter Brook, 1968.
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of the world how other cultures approached the great ethical dilemmas of mankind. Like Tony Benn, all three could say that their pursuits got them into a lot of trouble in their lives, but they would also support Benn’s view that taking sides in the struggle for the right to know the real truth about our lives is, every day, becoming more important. 2. FERDOWSI AND KAVEH: THE CRY OF THE ONE WHO DEMANDED JUSTICE In 2010 the one thousandth anniversary of Shahnameh was celebrated all over the world, most notably, for this paper, in the leading universities and libraries in the West (Cambridge, Princeton, Leiden) which house significant collections of Persian art and other Persian cultural artifacts. In spite of the strained political relations between the West and Iran, it is important to note that various aspects of Iranian history and culture have had irresistible fascination for all Westerners who took the trouble to get more deeply acquainted with Iran. Among the Americans who fell in love with Persian poetry and dedicated themselves to the study of Iran are poets Dick Davies, who translated Hafez and in 2006 produced a new translation of Shahnameh, and Coleman Barks and Robert Bly22 who especially loved, and translated, Jalauddin Rumi. Among the academics, besides Arthur Upham Pope and his wife Phyllis Ackerman, authors of the pioneering Survey of Persian Art From Prehistoric Times to the Present23, and professor Kaikhosrov D. Irani, from the City College of New York, editor of the 1995 book Social Justice in the Ancient World24, it is important to note that many women have entered the field, among them, to mention just a few, Mary Boyce from the University of London, Jenny Rose from Columbia University, and the Cambridge graduate from India, Piloo N. Jungalwalla, all three valuable because of their studies of Zoroastrianism. Encyclopedia Iranica gives exhaustive lists of significant Western scholars and other contributors to the better understanding of Iran25, and other internet sources reveal the enormous scope of scholarly pursuits in Persian studies worldwide. Within these interests Ferdowsi’s Shanameh certainly holds a very special place. As an introduction to the poet and his more than three decades long work on the 60 000 verse epic, a quote from the site of the Cambridge Shahnama Project will serve, because it provides a brief 22 See Poems of Rumi.  Audio Cassette  – Audiobook, December, 1990, by  Jalaluddin Rumi  (Author), Robert Bly (Narrator), Coleman Barks (Narrator). About Dick Davis see http://magepublishers.com/authors/dick-davis/. 23 After their death, Arthur U. Pope and Phyllis Ackerman were honored with a magnificent mausoleum in Isfahan. 24 Social Justice in the Ancient World, K. D. Irani, Morris Silver (eds.), Greenwood Publishing Group, 1995. 25 http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/sah-nama-translations-iii-English Lipar / Journal for Literature, Language, Art and Culture / Year XVIII / Volume 63
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explanation of the significance of the epic and outlines the areas of study the project has chosen to support: Firdausi was born c. A.D. 935 and died in around 1020. He was thus writing his life’s work approximately four centuries after the fall of the ancient Persian Empire and the coming of Islam. The first draft was completed in 999 and the final version in 1010, dedicated to the most powerful ruler of the time, Sultan Mahmud of Ghazna (modern Afghanistan, ruled 999-1020). His work was conceived as a memorial to Iran’s glorious past, at a time when its memory was in danger of disappearing for good under the twin assaults of Arabic and Islamic culture and the political dominion of the Turks. (…) The Shahnama Project is devoted to the study of Firdausi’s Shahnama in all these interlocking aspects: as epic poetry, as the core text in the history of Persian book production, as an important element in court patronage and the vehicle for the development of Persian miniature painting. Above all, it encapsulates and expresses, as no other work of Persian literature is able to, the Iranians’ view of themselves and their traditional cultural and political values.26



In Serbia, in 2016, Iran was the special guest of the 61st International Book Fair. For that occasion the Iranian Cultural Centre in Belgrade reissued the translation of the Rostam and Sohrab episode of the Shahnameh, originally translated in 1928 by Professor Fehim Barjaktarević (18891970). I was asked to take part in the presentation of that great book, although by profession I am not an Iranist, but scholar of the literatures of the English speaking world. The experience of reading the Serbian version, as well as several English translations of the story, and the research I did to contextualize the epic, generated the insights presented in this work, very different from the lines of interpretation most frequently associated with Shahnameh. I was profoundly moved and saddened by the epic, and saw in it two themes connected to the interests I had previously developed, during my studies of Blake, Emerson, Melville, Wallace Stevens, Shakespeare, and modern drama. One is Shahnameh’s account of mankind’s pursuit of justice, and the other is the sense of tragedy associated with the uncritical submission to the patriarchal world view, which is at the heart of the work and culminates in the story of Rostam and Sohrab. Brought together, the two themes reveal, in Ferdowsi, a profound implicit critique of patriarchy and the perversions of the idea of justice that attend it27. I was reminded 26 http://shahnama.caret.cam.ac.uk/new/jnama/page/about-shahnama.html 27 I was glad to find that Dick Davis came to the same conclusion. The publishers of his book, Epic and Sedition: The Case of Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, published in 2006, had this to say about it: “Iran’s national epic, the Shahnameh of Ferdowsi, has traditionally been regarded by both Persians and Westerners as a poem celebrating the central role of monarchy in Persian history. In this groundbreaking book, Dick Davis argues that the poem is far more than a patriotic chronicle of kingly deeds. Rather, it is a subtle and highly ambiguous discussion of authority, and far from being a celebration of monarchy, its most famous episodes and heroes amount to a radical critique of the institution. Davis demonstrates that the public world of kingly authority is shadowed in the poem by
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of a poem about Prince Marko, Rostam’s Serbian epic counterpart, whose chief advisors are women, his mother and a fairy. His mother warns him that his conduct must be guided not by the precepts of his father or his male relatives, but by the justice of god, which obviously is not embedded in the behavior of the patriarchs. In medieval Serbia this detail signals the survival of a native tradition older than patriarchy, central to the claims about Old Europe made by the archeologist Maria Gimbutas.28 Glimpses of that suppressed and superseded tradition appear in Shahnameh as well. It is worth remembering that towards the end of the Shahnameh, a sage is asked: ‘Who is the most desperate of men?’ He replies: ‘A good man who serves a worthless king.’ The story of Rostam, the most celebrated champion of Persian folklore, supports the truth of this claim and dramatizes the consequences of misplaced sense of loyalty, which on multiple levels lead to violations of justice. Rostam’s subservience to unworthy kings (he served seven) is reminiscent of Shakespeare’s central concern in Macbeth. In Act IV, Scene 2, Lady Macduff is portrayed discovering that in a world where “all is the fear and nothing is the love” she is married to a man who “wants the natural touch,’ who has allowed his natural understanding of what is sacred and needs protection (life, love, children, the life affirming creative processes of nature) to be subordinated to the taught idea of loyalty and obedience unquestioningly due to the external authority of whoever happens to be king. Macduff, loyal to what patriarchy teaches him to be loyal to, is indeed (as Lady Macduff claims) a traitor, who keeps betraying his true and better self because unthinking, unquestioning obedience has made him forget it. The irony is that Shakespeare shows how, in patriarchy, ethical instability and regression appear in women as well: Macbeth is spurred to self-betrayal by his own wife, who denies her sex and deliberately destroys her ‘natural touch’, in order to embrace patriarchal craving for power as the supreme, meaning-bestowing value of life. She, who thinks that little water can rid her of her deed, cannot in fact ‘beguile the time’ and do what it requires – reject and forget ethics. a series of tragic father-son relationships, and that in both the royal and familial spheres, authority figures are invariably presented as morally inferior to those whom they govern.” 28 See the poem “Uroš i Mrnjavčevići.” In the Conclusion to her book Goddesses and Gods of Old Europe (1974), Maria Gimbutas writes: “In Old Europe the world of myth was not polarized into female and male as it was among the Indo-Europeans and many other nomadic and pastoral peoples of the steps. Both principles were manifest side by side. The male divinity … appears to affirm and strengthen the forces of the creative and active female. Neither is subordinate to the other; by complementing one another, their power is doubled. …The earliest European civilization was savagely destroyed by the patriarchal element and it never recovered, but its legacy lingered in the substratum which nourished further European cultural developments.” The documentary film Signs out of Time: the Story of Archeologist Maria Gimbutas (2004), announces, at the very beginning, the central claim of her research: “What we believe about our past shapes our view of who we are as human beings and how we are capable of living. We can dream of a culture of harmony and peace, in balance with nature, but has there ever been one? Archeologist Maria Gimbutas said Yes! She told a new origin story: that at the very beginning of western civilization lay cultures that were long-lasting and peaceful.” Resistance to injustices bread by patriarchy lies rooted in the memory of traditions of such egalitarian, peaceful and life-affirming cultures, more than 6000 years old. Lipar / Journal for Literature, Language, Art and Culture / Year XVIII / Volume 63
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In her subconscious mind (the same place where, by remembering them, Orwell’s Winston Smith connects with his mother and the values she had taught him), she is aware of the crime against life she has committed. Only by suicide can she destroy the false patriarchal self she had embraced, and revalidate her original fully ethical being. The examination of how and why the ethical essence of human beings is eroded appears in numerous episodes of the Shahnameh, and numerous scenes in Shakespeare’s plays. It is related to situations in which characters have to choose between dictates of conscience and unjust shortcuts to worldly success or royal favor. Such moments, to mention a few, occur in Richard III, in the conversation between the two paid assassins, sent to kill Richard’s brother Clarence, as well as in the actions of the courtier and aristocrat Buckingham; in The Merchant of Venice, when Lancelot Gobo has a debate with his conscience, which he ultimately chooses not to follow; in King John, when out of ‘loyalty’ to the King, Hubert agrees to kill young Arthur; in The Tempest, when Antonio suggests to Sebastian that fratricide is an expedient shortcut to kingship. In Macbeth (IV.3), Shakespeare’s revolt against ethical confusion of this kind is brilliantly demonstrated in the scene in which Malcolm makes fun of Macduff’s readiness to be uncritically obedient and ‘loyal’. When Malcolm promises to be greedier and more immoral than Macbeth, Macduff’s willingness to tolerate royal injustice and accommodate the King is both funny and appalling. Shakespeare has contrived the scene in order to show the extent to which even the ‘best’ of people are trained to follow ‘tradition’, to compromise and not to have a critical mind of their own. Not, however, all! Not Cordelia, or young Juliet, or many characters in the Shahnameh, who shine in the darkness of patriarchy because they cannot be corrupted. They are the reason why the world Shakespeare re-envisions is erring, but redeemable. In his history plays, his ‘Book of Kings’, in the struggle between the monarchs’ power to seduce and mislead, and the power of prophets, artists and ordinary people, by calling on the god of truth and justice in every man (like the servant who tries to prevent the blinding of Gloucester, or Shahnameh’s Kaveh), what is lost can be found29, the blind can, like Gloucester and Lear, recover their moral vision and ‘see better’, and humanity can, in spite of its many weaknesses, have a future. Truth may be a worthless dowry for Lear, conscience an obstacle to be cast off as soon as it appears, and justice absent from the institutions created in its name, but all is not lost as long as in the field of the visible there remains someone, a single 29 A short poem in Alice Walker’s book Absolute Faith in the Goodness of the Earth (2003), titled “Where Is That Nail File? Where Are My Glasses? Have You Seen My Car Keys?” goes like this: Nothing is ever lost  it is only misplaced  if we look  we can find  it  again  human kindness. 
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person, ready not to forget but to embrace and uphold these values, whatever the cost may be. There is an ancient record, in the plays of Aeschylus, that Prometheus was the son of the Greek Goddess of Justice, Themis30. Today, in spite of the patriarchal takeover, the idea of justice and the milk of human kindness continue to be innate in every human being, and as such figure in many statements made by the American artist Peter Sellars. In his brilliant 2007 speech on The state of cinema31, Sellars amplified his own claims made in 1999 (“the question is how can we now put back at the centre of our artistic practice what has formed the power of artistic practice through history but has been missing hugely in the last generation, which is very simply social justice. You have, without social justice, no Sophocles, no Shakespeare”32), and added the following remarks: Athenian democracy was somewhat imperfect in that, well, only men could vote so if you were a woman, a child, a foreigner, or a slave - too bad! Meanwhile, in the Greek theater, the title of every play: the name of a woman, a child, a foreigner, or a slave. Every play was about what could not be said in the Senate. Every play was about what was missing in the official discourse, and was the story of somebody who did not have permission to speak. And for that person, a 5,000-seat listening space had been carved into the side of a mountain, so that every voting person could begin to hear the story of this daughter who felt she had to kill her mother, or this mother who could not bring these children into the world and killed them rather than let them grow up in this world.



On several occasions in his speech Sellars drew parallels between Nazi Germany and modern California, turning at the time against its socalled illegal immigrants, enforcing deportations and using other extreme discriminatory practices. His protest made in 2007 is even more relevant in 2017, because in the interim decade the practices he criticized did not stop but escalated and became federal law, approved by American Congress and 30 Themis appeared in Hesiod’s Theogony as the first recorded mention of Justice as a divine personage. Nemesis and Themis shared a temple at Rhamnous, 55 km North-East of Athens. The idea was that when Themis (divine or natural law) was ignored, then Nemesis would go into action, as goddess of retribution against those who committed hubris (arrogance) in rejecting divine law and order. She was also known as a protector of the oppressed and a protector of hospitality. For a time Themis was revered as a goddess of prophecies, although eventually the ownership of the Oracles of Ancient Greece would pass to Apollo. Apollo would kill the Python at Delphi to symbolize this change of ownership, but even when Apollo was worshipped, Themis was still closely linked with the various Oracles. See more at http://www.theoi.com/Titan/TitanisThemis.html. 31 San Francisco Film Society, Peter Sellars, State of Cinema Address, 2007. http://www.globalfilm.org/ pdfs/ar_SFFS_StateofCinemaAddress2007.pdf 32 Peter Sellars, Cultural activism in the new century. Transcript of the incoming  Adelaide Festival Creative Director’s lecture, first broadcast on ABC TV, August 19, 1999: http://www.abc. net.au/arts/sellars/ This is a good place to reiterate the existence of the link between justice and the world of mothers in George Orwell’s novel 1984. Winston Smith, who is trying to preserve his humanity and his integrity in the world of Big Brother, dreams of his mother and wakes up, from the suppressed (because forbidden) memory of her destroyed world, with the word ‘Shakespeare’ on his lips. Lipar / Journal for Literature, Language, Art and Culture / Year XVIII / Volume 63
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enforced by President Donald Trump. To console himself for the betrayal of justice by the judicial system of 21st century America, Sellars tells the following story: All of those groups who say, ‘Why were the German people silent?’ now I have to ask, ‘Why are the American people silent?’ To watch all of this ideology be resurgent in this day is pretty heavy duty. I have to say I’m constantly searching as an artist for how we respond. One of my favorite stories and one of my favorite texts is Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy. From the sixth century, late Roman Empire, when the Roman Empire was at the end of the line, one of the last Roman emperors was Theodoric, a Goth, and things were so corrupt and so disastrous, they said, ‘We need to at least lift the tone a little bit here. Let’s hire a major philosopher to be chief of staff and let’s get some integrity back into the administration.’ So they hired a man named Boethius, who was a great philosopher, who actually wrote beautiful six books on the philosophy of music, based on Pythagorean principles of harmony in the universe. And they invited this man to be chief of staff for one of the last Roman emperors. … And soon enough he began to say, ‘Oh, you cannot take these people’s homes away from them. That would not be fair. It’s not just.’ And he starts to be very mean to have around the office... The guy has integrity. So, they eventually have had enough, and they frame him and put him away in a dungeon where he lives the last five years of his life in a subterranean chamber with all sensory deprivation. Like a supermax at Pelican Bay. After a while, it’s just too annoying that he’s still alive, so they go in with big clubs and they just beat him to death... In these five years, when he was buried alive - I don’t know how - he wrote a manuscript… called Consolation of Philosophy. The manuscript is the story of him sitting in his cell and then a woman walking through the walls of the cell and singing to him about the nature of justice. And they would sing songs to each other through the night in this subterranean cell. So, of course, I’m right now working on a new version of Consolation of Philosophy for the state of California.



In the Shahnameh, the appearance of Kaweh so early in the epic has the same function as the appearance of Justice, through the walls, into Boethius’ prison: to show that in ancient Persia, as in the European classical past, truth and justice, understood as values essential for the building of life affirming human communities, came under attack. As opposed to patriarchal political practices, which fundamentally threatened and violated them33, art became a seeing place where the significance of truth and 33 Not all empires were alike. In Terry Jones’ “Brainy Barbarians,” the third episode of his 2006 BBC TV series Barbarians, the empires of ancient Rome, Greece and Iran are compared. A very effective contrast is made between Rome and Persia, in favor of the Persians. The BBC documentary description states the following: “Terry Jones travels throughout the geography of the Roman Empire and 700 years of history arguing that we have been sold a prejudiced history of Rome that has twisted our entire understanding of the Britons, Gauls, Vandals and Goths. In an epic journey from the misty bogs of southern Ireland to the arid deserts of Persia, Jones exposes the depth of this Roman deception, bringing the fabulously rich and varied ‘barbarian’ cultures back to life; exploding myths and setting records straight wherever he goes. As one of the most dominant empires the world has ever known, the Romans wrote their own history. But recent archaeological evidence has revealed a completely different story to that of Roman propaganda. The Celts wore beautiful clothes and jewelry; their
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justice was not lost from view but appreciated, preserved, protected. Dionysius (not of a mother born but, like Athena, taken from the body of his divine father) may have become associated with art not for the usually listed reasons but because, in spite of his privileged patriarchal birth, his nostalgia for the missing feminine in his life, the mother he had never seen or known, drove him to retrieve her from the invisibility of the underworld to which she had been consigned, and elevate her to the heights of Olympus, a mortal woman made equal to the immortal gods.34 What drove him, and what can be taken as one explanation for the existence of art, is the need to celebrate and restore (when violated) the balance, equity and harmony between the feminine and the masculine creative principles in every human being, and among all the other constituent creative elements of the world, abandoned when the social practices of equality, solidarity, and partnership in creation became replaced by the very different social dynamics of patriarchy. Ever since the lie of alleged male superiority prevailed and reshaped society, the maintenance of that lie required constant suppression of truth and eradication of justice. That is the reason why the mythic story of Kaweh is descriptive of processes still in progress in our modern world. In the Shahnameh, initially decent men, even the great mythic civilizer, Jamshid, the builder of Persepolis (Tukht-e-Jamsheed) and initiator of the feast, called Neurouz, “which is the New Day, and the people of Persia keep it to this hour” (Zimmern), became corrupted by ambition and immodest desire to have divine power. His own people rebelled against him and gave the throne of Iran to an initially good Arab prince, Zohak. Eventually, Zohak, too, became corrupted. Ahriman, the devil, talked him into killing his own father in order to become king. Because of his pact with the devil, out of Zohak’s shoulders serpents grew that could not be destroyed but had to be fed every day with brains of human victims. In the prose translation by Helen Zimmern we read: In his secret heart Ahriman desired that the world might thus be made desolate; and daily were the serpents fed, and the fear of the King was great society was complex and sophisticated; they made their own roads and calendar. Human rights, female freedom and flower arranging were all part and parcel of Persian society. The Goths used their knowledge of Roman military training and tactics to inflict a series of devastating defeats on Rome. And the Dacians – the now extinct indigenous people of what is modern day Romanian – were not only teetotal but they had their own unique religion. None of these facts fit with how the Romans have led us to perceive these ‘barbarians’. It seems Rome’s mission to civilize the ancient world was little more than a cynical and well organized looting; that the ‘Glory of Rome’ was built with barbarian wealth, blood and sweat.” https://cosmolearning.org/documentaries/barbarians-with-terryjones-434/3/ See “The Brainy Barbarians” at http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x42uyeu 34 See Edith Hamilton’s Mythology: Timeless Tales of Gods and Heroes (1940), chapter “Dionysus or Bachus,” pp. 54-62. See also Robert Graves’ studies of Greek and Hebrew mythologies, and the critical account of the transition from matrifocal societies to the patriarchal competitive ways of life (from the nurturer to the conqueror) in the Canadian 1989 documentary Goddess Remembered, by Donna Read, featuring Merlin Stone, Carol Christ, Luisah Teish and Jean Bolen: https://www.youtube. com/watch?v=BRV8EiXS_q4. Lipar / Journal for Literature, Language, Art and Culture / Year XVIII / Volume 63
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in the land. The world withered in his thrall, the customs of good men were forgotten, and the desires of the wicked were accomplished. … So the beloved of Ahriman, Zohak the Serpent, sat upon the throne of Iran, the kingdom of Light. And he continued to pile evil upon evil till the measure thereof was full to overflowing, and all the land cried out against him. But Zohak and his councilors, the Deevs, shut ear unto this cry, and the Shah reigned thus for the space of a thousand years, and vice stalked in daylight, but virtue was hidden. And despair filled all hearts, for it was as though mankind must perish to still the appetite of those snakes sprung from Evil, for daily were two men slaughtered to satisfy their desire. Neither had Zohak mercy upon any man. And darkness was spread over the land because of his wickedness…. Zohak caused his army to be strengthened, and he demanded of his people that they should certify that he had ever been to them a just and noble king. And they obeyed for very fear. But while they sware there arose without the doorway of the Shah the cry of one who demanded justice. And Zohak commanded that he should be brought in, and the man stood before the assembly of the nobles. Then Zohak opened his mouth and said, “I charge thee give a name unto him who hath done thee wrong.” And the man, when he saw it was the Shah who questioned him, smote his head with his hands. But he answered and said- “I am Kaweh, a blacksmith and a blameless man, and I sue for justice, and it is against thee, O King, that I cry out. Seventeen fair sons have I called mine, yet only one remaineth to me, for that his brethren were slain to still the hunger of thy serpents, and now they have taken from me this last child also. I pray thee spare him unto me, nor heap thy cruelties upon the land past bearing.” And the Shah feared Kaweh’s wrath, beholding that it was great, and he granted him the life of his son and sought to win him with soft words. Then he prayed him that he would also sign the testimony that Zohak was a just and noble king. But Kaweh cried, “Not so, thou wicked and ignoble man, ally of Deevs, I will not lend my hand unto this lie,” and he seized the declaration and tore it into fragments and scattered them into the air. And when he had done so he strode forth from the palace, and all the nobles and people were astonished, so that none dared uplift a finger to restrain him. Then Kaweh went to the market-place and related to the people all that which he had seen, and recalled to them the evil deeds of Zohak and the wrongs they had suffered at his hands. And he provoked them to shake off the yoke of Ahriman. And taking off the leathern apron wherewith blacksmiths cover their knees when they strike with the hammer, he raised it aloft upon the point of a lance and cried- “Be this our banner to march forth and seek out Feridoun and entreat him that he deliver us from out the hands of the Serpent-King.” (Zimmern)



At the time when, as so often in human history, the customs of good men were almost forgotten, Kaweh’s cry for justice and his refusal ‘to lend his hand unto a lie’ are exemplary acts of moral courage. The Cambridge Fitzwilliam Museum note on the epic relates such acts to the Zoroastrian ethical teachings, native to ancient Iran. Emphasis is put on the fact that in the first part of the Shahnameh, “in what is essentially a cosmogony, Ferdowsi treated the creation of the world in Zoroastrian terms and, unlike his contemporaries, made no attempt to integrate the Islamic version of 66
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the creation as recorded in the Qur’an. Much of the worldview of the Shahnameh reflects ancient sources of Indo-Iranian (Aryan) origin, preserved in the Avesta, the scriptures of Zoroastrianism that are partly contemporary with the prophet Zarathustra (fl. c.1000 BC).”35 Knowing something about the Zoroastrian roots of now pre-dominantly Islamic Iran is today of great importance.36 This is how Rabindranath Tagore wrote about Zoroastrianism in his Foreword to Dīnshāh. J. Irani’s book37, The Gathas, The Hymns of Zarathustra: The most important of all outstanding facts of Iranian history is the religious reform brought about by Zarathushtra. He was the first man we know who gave a definitely moral character and direction to religion, and at the same time preached the doctrine of monotheism, which offered an eternal foundation of reality to goodness as an ideal of perfection. … Zarathushtra was the greatest of all the pioneer prophets who showed the path of freedom to men, 35 See Structure and Themes of the Shahnameh: Myth, Legend and History: http://www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/gallery/shahnameh/structure.html. Quite rightly the final comment in this source is that “Shahnameh’s variety, complexity and depth,  the extraordinary ethical concentration of its narratives, the breadth of the human panorama, and the wisdom with which Ferdowsi discusses the timeless themes of power, love and loyalty, together make the Shahnameh one of the most compelling and memorable works of world literature.” It is important to note that Iranian sources date Zarathustra not to 1000, but to 1300 BC. Kaweh’s apron became the flag used for centuries as the symbol of Iranian independence and resistance against foreign tyranny. 36 It is interesting, but not surprising, how this dual heritage of Iran is treated by the US. One important institution, The American Iranian Council, was founded in 1990, with the alleged goal of furthering dialogue and understanding between the two countries. So far, the Council’s greatest stars in fulfilling this task have been Madeleine Albright in 2000, and Joe Biden in 2001. http://www. us-iran.org/ Among the US academics, the topic has been of special interest to a younger rising star, Professor Jason Reza Jorjani, co-founder of AltRight, active in the Arktos Media Ltd. and other extremist right wing organizations. In 2016, Jorjani gave a speech in which, as a proud American of Arian Iranian descent, he accused Arabs of committing “white genocide” against Caucasian Iran, and parasitically appropriating Iranian culture. He then declared Islam to be the “enemy” of white, Western civilization, whether in the form of ISIS or the Islamic Republic of Iran, and remarked that “apologists” for Islam would be met with his own version of Trump’s proposed Muslim ban: https:// angrywhitemen.org/2016/11/25/jason-reza-jorjani-arabs-committed-white-genocide-against-caucasian-iran-and-parasitically-appropriated-their-culture/. His critics claim that he is “articulating an ideology totally discredited in Iran, called dislocative nationalism, which was the ideology of the Pahlavi regime, rooted in 19th century European discourses and scholarship. Dislocative nationalism has recently critiqued in print by Reza Zia Ebrahimi, in a book published by Columbia University Press in 2016, entitled The Emergence of Iranian Nationalism: Race and the Politics of Dislocation” (See N. Wahid Azal at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NLW9yg_dG3M). Jorjani has given many controversial lectures and interviews, but his interview, The Persian Influence on Western Civilization does merit attention, because it is almost free of his dislocative, nationalist, racist political biases: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ppjg4Q-mCZg. 37 The Gathas, The Hymns of Zarathustra, by D. J. Irani (1881-1938), Foreword by Rabindranath Tagore and Introduction by D. J. Irani’s son, K. D. Irani, first published by The Macmillan Co. 1924, reissued more recently by Rutledge in 2013.See full text of D. J. Irani’s book at https://arshtad.wordpress.com/english/books/the-gatha-online/by-d-j-irani/, or https://www.zarathushtra.com/z/gatha/dji/The%20Gathas%20-%20DJI.pdf. See also The Divine songs of Zarathushtra : a philological study of Gathas of Zarathushtra, containing the text with literal translation into English, a free English rendering and full critical and grammatical notes, metrical index and glossary, by Irach Jehangir Sorabji Taraporewala, Bombay, 1951. Valuable information on Zoroastrians in Iran is available at http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/Zoroastrians-in-Iran-04 Lipar / Journal for Literature, Language, Art and Culture / Year XVIII / Volume 63
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the freedom of moral choice, the freedom from blind obedience to unmeaning injunctions, freedom from the multiplicity of shrines which draw our worship away from the single-minded chastity of devotion. ... There are men we still see around us who fearfully follow, hoping thereby to gain merit, the path of blind formalisms, which have no living moral source in the mind. This will make us understand the greatness of Zarathushtra. Though surrounded by believers in magical rites, he proclaimed in those dark days of unreason, that religion has its truth in its moral significance, not in external practices of imaginary value; that it is to uphold man in his life of good thoughts, good words and good deeds. …He was the watcher in the night (who) declared that the sun of truth is for all, that its light is to unite the far and the near. Such a message always arouses the antagonism of those whose habits have become nocturnal, whose vested interest is in the darkness. And there was a bitter fight in the lifetime of the prophet between his followers and others who were addicted to the ceremonies that had tradition on their side and not truth. …The ideal of Zoroastrian Persia is distinctly ethical. It sends its call to men to work together with the Eternal Spirit of Good in spreading and maintaining the Kingdom of Righteousness, against attacks of evil. This ideal gives us our place as collaborators with God in distributing His blessing over the world.



In the short introduction to his father’s translation of The Gathas (Songs) of Zarathustra, Professor Kaikhosrov Irani explains that since Zarathustra’s theology is always projected with moral dimensions, its pivotal concept, Asha, always carries the joint meaning of Truth and Righteousness. Irany writes: Thus we comprehend the world as an intrinsically good, divine creation, contaminated by evil, but capable of being perfected by the actions of humans by reason of their capacity of moral choice. …Each human being possesses, perhaps cultivated to a different degree, the quality of a Good-Mind, in itself a divine creation. The Good-Mind enables us to grasp Asha, the Ideal Truth; it also enables us to see any aspect of the world and recognize it for what it is, i.e. the way and the extent to which it is flawed …and how it deviates from Asha. From this good-thought one is inspired to do the right thing, to right the wrong, to perfect the state of imperfection. (The Theology of Gathas, p. 6)



In Yasna 31, Zarathustra sings: Not only did I conceive of Thee, O Mazda As the very First and the Last As the venerable Creator of Truth and Right As the Lord Judge of our actions in life. I beheld these with my own eyes. (…) By Thy perfect Intelligence, O Mazda Thou didst first create us having bodies and Spiritual consciences, And by Thy Thoughts gave our selves the power of Thought, word, and deed.
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Thus leaving us free to choose our faith at our own will. (…) Listen unto the teller of Truth, a healer of existence, Listen unto him who thinks of Righteousness, Listen to him the enlightened and the knowing (…) To him, who is Thy true friend in spirit and in Action, O Mazda Ahura! To him shalt Thou give the perfection of integrity… To him shalt Thou give the perpetual communion with Truth … And to him shalt Though give the sustaining power of The Good Mind. (…) He who upholds the Truth the utmost in his word and deed, He, indeed, is Thy most valued helper, O Mazda Ahura!38



According to Professor K. D. Irani, and Tagore, these ideas spread and spurred the development of subsequent monotheisms, continued to be developed through different phases of Greek philosophy, found their embodiment in the ethical concerns of Socrates, and some claim influenced even Buddhism. Through all these transformations and metamorphoses their effectiveness was diminished, professor Irani agrees with Max Weber, by what they call the “ritualization of charisma.” When they were originally made, the annunciations of the prophets had ‘charisma’ because of the enormous energy and passion with which the prophets held and propounded their beliefs. To be preserved and passed on, their performances were ritualized and with time perverted into ‘blind formalisms with no living moral source in the mind’ (Tagore), turning priests into en38 One characteristic of Zoroastrianism is equality of women and deep respect for Mother Earth and Mother Nature. We read in the Shahnameh that Iranians were originally vegetarians and that profound negative changes began to occur when Ahriman, the Devil, through Zohak, the evil Serpent King, introduced meat into their diet. Concerning the equality of women, in a brief essay “Life in the Persian Plateau four millennia ago; a psychohistorical review of the authority of Zarathustra’s views,” Ardeshir Anoshiravani, Associate Professor of psychiatry and human behavior at University of California, Irvine, and also the medical director at St. Jude Hospital in Fullerton, California, wrote the following: “One can assume that Zarathustra was profoundly influenced by his mother, Doghdava. Otherwise he could not have thought of women as equals or in some case even superior to men. He married a woman that he apparently loved and respected. His wife’s name was Hvovi. They had six children together, three daughters and three sons.” The author then analyzes the names Zarathustra and his wife gave their girls (‘loving’, ‘promoter’, ‘abundance of knowledge’) and to their sons (‘friend of the community’, ‘supporting person’, ‘sun-like looking’) insisting that the names reveal “the depth of their commitment to the vast change that they wanted to bring about”. The fact that Zarathustra gave his youngest daughter the name that means ‘Abundance of knowledge’ can be interpreted as an indication of his deep respect for women”. Anoshiravani also notes that although Zarathustra severely criticized his enemies, he fully realized “that the only acceptable battlefield is the battlefield of minds and ideas” (Anoshiravanim 5 and 7). In another text, he adds: “Living in harmony with nature and respecting all living and non-living creations of Ahura-Mazda was vigorously taught by Zarathushtra. Respect for the Four elements, fire, water, air, and earth, is still strongly advocated by Zoroastrians in that they avoid polluting them with impurities. Among the elements, fire is looked upon with most reverence and respect. Zoroastrians have traditionally kept a perpetually burning fire in their places of worship. The historical origins of this particular practice precede the advent of Zoroastrianism. In the eyes of modern Zoroastrians, the perpetually burning fire has become a symbol of enlightenment, love, victory, warmth, and permanence.” See Zoroastrianism – An Ancient Religion with a Pure Philosophy and Rich Traditions http://lordofwisdom.com/Articles/ancient_religion_philosophy_traditions.asp Lipar / Journal for Literature, Language, Art and Culture / Year XVIII / Volume 63
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emies of the prophets. To draw attention to this deadly process, in 2004 Peter Brook dramatized Dostoyevsky’s story of the Grand Inquisitor (who does not hesitate to tell Jesus that the church has kept his name but has for a long time, in fact, worked “with the other one”), and created the play 11 and 12, about a doctrinal dispute concerning the number of times one should repeat a prayer, based on the experiences of the real-life Sufi sage and mystic, Tierno Bocar. If Zarathustra found freedom for man in the power of the human mind to assume responsibility for its freely chosen thoughts and actions, the Grand Inquisitor takes that freedom away by forcing believers to follow church dogma and risk punishment for any attempt to discover, independently of the church, the presence, power and true nature of what Zarathustra calls the divine “good mind.” Socrates was killed because he fought for the freedom to question dogma, and because he encouraged the exercise of unfettered thought which would lead every man to a genuine encounter with reality and free him from the invisible prison of prescribed and untested political prejudices39. Unexamined life, for him, was not worth living. That is precisely what Ferdowsi’s Rostam discovers, when his own unquestioned obedience to dogmas and traditions (kings) finally demonstrates where the road of unexamined life leads: to the battlefield where his cultivated ignorance, the outcome of blind, unthinking obedience40, is revealed to be senseless, inexcusable destructiveness, claiming as its ultimate victim his own son, dead before him in the battlefield where throughout his career the slain sons of countless unknown mothers lay. What an anagnorisis! What a way to wake up to reality and self-knowledge! It is possible to read the stories of the Shahnameh as heroic adventures of bygone times. The story of Zal and the Simought, the magical bird that saves him and brings him up; his meeting with Rodabeh and the birth of their son Rostam (in the presence and with the aid of a Zoroastiran doctor-priest); Rostam’s choice of Rakhsh, the horse involved in all his subsequent heroic adventures; his combats with lions, dragons, demons and human enemies of his kings; his unusual meeting with Sohrab’s mother, Tahmina; Sohrab’s 39 Martin Luther King was also killed because he dared to question the legalized racial injustice in America. He often referred to the example of Socrates. In his Letter from Birmingham Jail he writes: “There is a type of constructive, nonviolent tension which is necessary for growth. Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary to create a tension in the mind so that individuals could rise from the bondage of myths and half truths to the unfettered realm of creative analysis and objective appraisal, so must we see the need for non-violent gadflies to create the kind of tension in society that will help men rise from the dark depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood.” See https://www.africa.upenn.edu/Articles_Gen/Letter_Birmingham.html. 40 In fact, in the Rostam and Sohrab episode of the Shahnameh, at one point Rostam does postpone his services to King Kai Kawous, and for several days keeps him waiting and furious. He even says: “I am a free man and no slave, and am servant alone unto God; and without Rostam Kai Kawous is as nothing… And but for me, thine eyes had never looked upon this throne. And had I desired it I could have sat upon its seat. But now am I weary of thy follies, and I will turn me away from Iran, and when this Turk shall have put you under his yoke I shall not learn thereof.” Still, in the end, he returns to the shah and, for the good of Iran, does what was expected of him. See the episode at http://www.iranchamber.com/literature/shahnameh/08rostam_sohrab.php.
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upbringing and quest for the father he knows by name but has never seen; Sohrab’s desire to make his renowned father a king - these wonderfully told stories are full of suspense and vivid detail, and in the portrayal of Sohrab, replete with great insight into the psychological qualities of the young. However, such reading is possible only if patriarchal habits and child rearing practices41 are accepted as normal and, in the words of professor Irani, seen as “the way things are done”42. Even today, within the book-of-kings-attitude to history present wherever patriarchy prevailed, ‘victories’ brought about by ‘heads falling like leaves’, and whole cities, countries, peoples being destroyed, are met with public admiration and awe, not indignation and horror they deserve. Celebration of such history and its ‘normalization’ becomes possible because resistance to it, not projected by us, from some future epoch, but operating from within it, is ‘disappeared’ by politically induced amnesia. The special quality of the Shahnameh is the subtle way Ferdowsi’s criticism of the practices he is chronicling is conveyed and felt throughout the epic. Evidence of such resistance can be found in Sohrab, who is in many ways like Neoptolemus in Sophocles’ Philoctetes, or Shakespeare’s young Coriolanus, who has already been taught how to fight and kill, and is presented in the play at the moment when he is pressured to learn how to lie, to become fully qualified politician. All three are ethically pure and innocent young men who resist the ‘traditions’ of their environment and try to preserve their natural ethical bearings. In the course of their lives, in the epic and the plays, we see the process by which they are educated (corrupted) by the cultures they are born into: Neoptolemus, as his name indicates, is to become the breeder of New Wars, and Sohrab is to compete with his father and surpass him in the skills of combat and war. If we allow the patriarchal tradition which absorbs them to be questioned, as these works of art require, we become like Walter Benjamin’s angel, appalled by what we see: all the patriarchal episodes of human history appear as one single, insufferable and avoidable, colossal disaster. 3. VOLTAIRE AND PETER BROOK Throughout history there were attempts to change this state of affairs. Often they involved efforts to redefine men’s attitude to women, within the limits of the entrenched patriarchal tradition in which both church and state kept them subjected, regardless of the class to which they were born. One such attempt was made by the troubadours, often associated with the Cathars of Southern France (Emily Condroy, in “Searching for a Cathar Feminism 1100-1300,” notes that the general concepts 41 See Alice Miller, For Your Own Good: The Roots of Violence in Child Rearing (1980) 42 Zarathushtrian Religion, Philosophy and History, interview with K. D Irani, published on the Internet on October 12, 2012: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3s1t0hrl4pE Lipar / Journal for Literature, Language, Art and Culture / Year XVIII / Volume 63
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of Catharism originated in the dualist philosophies of pre-Christian Zoroastrianism), or with Arab influences which produced Arabized European poetry.43 Cathars were destroyed because of the potential subversive implications of their way of life, and their songs. It has still not been decided whether the troubadours, who are associated with them, harbingered a truly major revolution (a switch from war as man’s proper function in life to love, tried again in the sixties through the slogan “Make love, not war”), or merely created a spectacular new poetic form which disguised the fact that the traditional objectification of women and the status quo remained the same. Their views, however, may have been a distant subterranean offshoot of the old resistance movement within Christianity itself, represented by Pelagius, who with his followers “absolutely rejected the doctrine (upheld by St. Augustine) of our inheritance of the sin of Adam and Eve, and taught that we have finally no need of supernatural grace, since our nature itself is full of grace; no need for a miraculous redemption, but only of awakening and maturation”  (Joseph Campbell,  Creative Mythology, 176). Pelagians were persecuted because it was feared that their ideas might generate significant social changes in Western patriarchal societies, and the tragic fates of Hypanthia and the women later victimized in Europe by the witch hunts of the Inquisition are additional examples of the persistence of man’s (patriarchy’s) original sin - exclusion of women from free, active participation in all aspects of social life. Voltaire’s attitude to history, very critical of these discriminatory traditions, is linked to his association with Emilie, Madame du Châtelet (1706 –1749). The years they spent together (close to fifteen) seem to il43 See Kenneth Clark’s Civilisation, 03: Romance and Reality https://www.youtube.com/ watch?v=R8cm8wBKxXs. Watching the magnificent edifices and art objects filmed for this BBC series, one begins to understand why Brecht wrote the poem A worker reads history, and why John Berger responded to Civilization with his own series Ways of Seeing. Clark, the great admirer of European monuments, rarely touches upon the type of questions raised by Brecht: 



72



Who built Thebes of the 7 gates?  In the books you will read the names of kings.  Did the kings haul up the lumps of rock?  And Babylon, many times demolished,  Who raised it up so many times?  In what houses of gold glittering Lima did its builders live?  Where, the evening that the Great Wall of China was finished, did the masons go? Great Rome is full of triumphal arches.  Who erected them?  Over whom did the Caesars triumph? Had Byzantium, much praised in song, only palaces for its inhabitants? In Romance and Reality Kenneth Clark states that the sentiment of ideal courtly love expressed by the troubadours is to him quite inexplicable, because the attitude to women it postulates is completely absent from both the classical and the early medieval traditions of Europe. In his answer to the question how the idea of this kind of love began, he writes: “The truth is that nobody knows. Most people think that, with the pointed arch, it came from the east: that pilgrims and crusaders found in the Moslem world a tradition of Persian literature in which women were the subject of extravagant compliments and devotion” (64). Липар / Часопис за књижевност, језик, уметност и културу / Година XVIII / Број 63
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lustrate very well the state of things Maria Gimbutas discovered in the egalitarian life-affirming societies of Old Europe, where “the male divinity … appears to affirm and strengthen the forces of the creative and active female. Neither is subordinate to the other; by complementing one another, their power is doubled.” Mainstream European culture developed in the opposite direction, but the naturalness of the original egalitarian cooperative relationship between the sexes has not been erased or forgotten and continues to be a profound need for both women and men, in spite of everything that has been done to pervert it. A wonderful brief analysis of Voltaire’s revolt against the traditionally written histories can be found in Will Durant’s Story of Philosophy44. Durant was deeply inspired by what he learned about Voltaire and his own achievement as historian can be called Voltairesque, since his approach to writing history fulfills the ambitions Voltaire had set for himself. Durant’s New York Times obituary in 1981 quotes the metaphor he used to clarify his goals as historian: “Civilization is a stream with banks, he said in his precise voice. The stream is sometimes filled with blood from people killing, stealing, shouting and doing the things historians usually record, while on the banks, unnoticed, people build homes, make love, raise children, sing songs, write poetry and even whittle statues. The story of civilization is the story of what happened on the banks. Historians are pessimists because they ignore the banks for the river.” Despite his awareness that “the world situation is all fouled up,” his deep respect for the struggles of mankind to enjoy and affirm the creative aspects of life, is what made him an optimist. Durant recounts how Mme. du Chatelet complained to Voltaire that she could not finish any long history of modern nations because those histories were full of “minute events without connection or sequence, and a thousand battles which settled nothing.” In other words, they were descriptive chronicles without proper analysis of the events they recorded, making history, in her words, “a study which overwhelms the mind without illuminating it.” Voltaire agreed with her. He himself, for example, thought that reading in the English ‘book of kings’ accounts of the struggle between the Yorkists and Lancastrians “was much like reading the history of highway robbers.” He promised to write a proper history book, and expressed to Mme. du Chatelet his hopes that this could be accomplished by applying philosophy to history, by tracing, beneath the flux of political events, the history of the human mind. The result was An Essay on Universal History, the Manners and Spirit of Nations from the Reign of Charlemaign to the Age of 44 Will Durant (1885-1981) http://www.nytimes.com/1981/11/09/obituaries/historian-will-durantdies-author-of-civilization-series.html?pagewanted=all. With his wife Ariel, Durant also wrote the Story of Civilization in 11 volumes. The insights into history they provide turned Malcolm X into a revolutionary, and changed many other lives. Like the Stamford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Durant, too, saw that Voltaire was “like Socrates, a public critic and controversialist who defined philosophy primarily in terms of its power to liberate individuals from domination at the hands of authoritarian dogmatism and irrational prejudice.” See the entry on Voltaire at https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/voltaire/ Lipar / Journal for Literature, Language, Art and Culture / Year XVIII / Volume 63
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Lewis XIV45. Writing it was a difficult task. Applying philosophy to conventional history meant undoing “ceremonies, facts and monuments, heaped up to prove lies.” The human mind was so blinded by centuries of error, that it was almost impossible for philosophy to undeceive it. “History,” Voltaire concluded, was “nothing but a pack of tricks which we play upon the dead”; we transform the past to suit our wishes for the future, and in the upshot “history proves that anything can be proved by history.” The work Voltaire did to prepare himself for the task of changing the situation was extensive and meticulous. Collecting and checking facts was, however, not enough. They did not need to be piled up but explained, turned, Henry James would say, into revelations of meaning. What Voltaire sought, writes Durant, “was a unifying principle by which the whole history of civilization in Europe could be woven on one thread; and he was convinced that this thread was the history of culture. He was resolved that his history should deal, not with kings but with movements, forces, and masses; not with nations but with the human race; not with wars but with the march of the human mind.” In his own words, “Battles and revolutions are the smallest part of the plan; squadrons and battalions conquering or being conquered, towns taken and retaken, are common to all history. . . Take away the arts and the progress of the mind, and you will find nothing … remarkable enough to attract the attention of posterity.” Durant ends the account of this phase of Voltaire’s very eventful life by asking and answering the following question: “But why did his greatest book bring him exile? Because, by telling the truth, it offended everybody. It especially enraged the clergy … by giving much less space than usual to Judea and Christendom, and by speaking of China, India and Persia, and of their faiths, with the impartiality of a Martian; in this new perspective a vast and novel world was revealed; every dogma faded into relativity; the endless East took on something of the proportions given it by geography; Europe suddenly became conscious of itself as the experimental peninsula of a continent and a culture greater than its own. How could it forgive a European for so unpatriotic a revelation?” By these criteria some may think Peter Brook also unpatriotic. In 2016, ninety years old Peter Brook turned for the third time to the Indian



45 The Essai sur les moeurs, the study on customs and morals of nations that Voltaire had begun in 1740 (first complete edition, 1756), traced the course of world history since the end of the Roman Empire and gave an important place to the Eastern and Far Eastern countries. His Philosophie de l’histoire was published in 1765. It starts not with Adam or the Greek poet Homer but with the ancient Chinese, and it also treats Indian, Persian, and Arab civilizations. Voltaire’s Essai was the first attempt to make the genre of “universal history” truly universal, not just in covering the globe—or at least the high cultures—but also in studying every aspect of human life. In this respect Voltaire is the father of the “total histories” and the “histories of everyday life” that blossomed in the second half of the 20th century. https://www.britannica.com/topic/historiography#ref524064. See also http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/voltaire-the-works-of-voltaire-vol-iv-philosophical-dictionary-part-2
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epic The Mahabharata46, first brought to his attention in 1966, when he was working on his anti-Vietnam war performance, US. The topic of the sixties and the seventies was war, and Brook was fascinated, and worried, when he was told that this very ancient Indian epic dealt with the same problem, too. As in the case of his 2004 staging of The Grand Inquisitor (where his close knowledge of Dostoyevsky dated back to the adaptation of The Brothers Karamazov he worked on and directed in 1946), or the case with Eleven and Twelve, in his head for nearly 50 years before it was finally produced in 201047, so in the case of the Indian epic: forty years after he first heard of it, Brook’s interest in The Mahabharata was still there, generating valuable insights into our present predicament, replete with sinister conflict and threats of nuclear war. In the Battlefield, Brook returns to The Mahabharata to deal with the aftermath of the devastating clash between the feuding families described in the Bhagvad Gita. This time, in his play, he puts the emphasis on the victorious Yudhishthira and the blind, defeated king Dhritarashtra, who survive the carnage and raise important questions about the responsibility they bear for the destruction brought to their families and allies. Like the Buddha, who for reasons of his own gave up his kingship and his kingdom, Yudishthira, who has just won the war, feels terrible about it and does not want to be crowned king. His reaction is similar to the transformation experienced by the Indian emperor Ashoka after he won the battle of Kalinga in 261 BC. He set in stone, all over his empire, his new passionately held pacifist views and edicts on social ethics. With such historical examples in view, it is clear why Brook stated that the real audience he is addressing in the Battlefield are “Obama, Hollande, Putin and all the presidents” whose boastful threats of war make all peaceloving people angry, disgusted, and furious. To underline the warning Brook is sending, personified Dharma, in the Battlefield, asks the winners of the war, the Pandava, to give him a good example of defeat - the right reply to the question being: ‘Victory.’48 The real battlefields, Brook learned 46 See the review ‘The Mahabharata does not leave you’: Notes from Peter Brook’s third play about the epic; Conversations with the people behind ‘Battlefield’ at https://scroll.in/article/803515/ the-mahabharata-does-not-leave-you-notes-from-peter-brooks-third-play-about-the-epic The first version, 9 hour long Mahabharata, was performed in 1985. Almost ten years later, in 2004, The Death of Krishna was staged as part of Brook’s triptych on religious intolerance that included The Grand Inquisitor and his play about Tierno Bokar. 47 See https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2010/jan/17/peter-brook-eleven-twelve 48 In her review of the 1985 version of The Mahabharata, for the New York Times, later reprinted and extended in her book Conversations with Peter Brook 1970-2000, Margaret Croyden states: “Embedded in the text are eternal philosophical questions examining the paradox of the human condition: Why do men lust for power? What are the causes of jealousy and hate, of the destructive forces of mankind? What is the mystery behind man’s motivations and his relationship to destiny and choice? Will mankind survive? Does man have a choice? What is God’s game?” Brook insisted that the basic themes of the epic are contemporary. ‘‘One of them is how to find one’s way in an age of destruction.’’ Through The Mahabharata runs the story of a noble king, the leader of the Pandavas, searching for the right way - his dharma, the Hindu concept of moral law - and the trials he must suffer to find it. In that way, everyone can put himself firmly into the story,” which is essentially a quest for morality. It is worth noting that a very Zoroastrian notion underlies The Mahabharata, the belief that “there is a certain world harmony, a cosmic harmony that can either be helped or Lipar / Journal for Literature, Language, Art and Culture / Year XVIII / Volume 63
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from The Mahabharata and his other non-European sources, should be in the mind, where every human being has to fight alone all the most important ethical battles that define him as a person, and shape our world. That is why Brook believes that, in spite of the fact that The Mahabharata has for thousands of years belonged to its soil, India, because it deals so wisely with the most important questions concerning the survival of mankind, it urgently needs to be, like Shakespeare, “opened to all humanity.”49 In his international quest for the road that might lead modern man to a world of peace, respect for all human beings and recovered cosmic harmony, Brook’s pursuit of Indo-Iranian sources included performances such as Orghast and The Conference of the Birds, directly related to the rich cultural heritage of Iran. For the Festival of Arts in Shiraz, in 1971, Brook and poet Ted Hughes produced Orghast, experimental play about Prometheus, written in an invented language. Quite appropriately, Orghast was staged among the ruins of Persepolis and on the surrounding hilltops where Zoroastrian fire temples once stood. Margaret Croyden, who has written extensively on Brook, gives a fascinating account of these Shiraz performances in her 1974 book on contemporary experimental theatre. Brook’s second Persian adventure was the staging of The Conference of the Birds, the celebrated literary masterpiece of the Persian poet Farid ud-Din Attar, written in 1177. Approximately 800 years after its completion, Peter Brook and Jean-Claude Carrere adopted the poem into a play. They published it in 1979 and toured the play in Africa50, before presenting it to their New York and Paris audiences. The intention behind Attar’s poem and Brook’s play can be compared to the intention behind Tolstoy’s book The Kingdom of God Is Within You (1894). Birds looking for their ‘king’, the divine Simourgh, discover at the end of their quest that the authority they had sought to find was, in fact, inside each one of them. In Zoroastrian terms, they become aware that all have been given the gift of “a good mind,” and that they have the responsibility to discover it in themselves, and use it, and avoid the seductions of the “bad mind.” As Bernard Shaw, the admirer of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, put it in the interlude of his play Man and Superman, human beings need to know themselves well enough to be able to choose, during their life’s journey, not the road of least resist-



destroyed by individuals. And so one must try to discover what his place is in the cosmic scheme and how he can help to preserve the cosmic harmony rather than destroy it, knowing that the cosmic harmony is always in danger, and that the world goes through periods of lesser or greater danger. We, too, are living in a time when every value one can think of is in danger. What is the role of the individual? Must one act, or withdraw from the game?’’ Quotes are from her text at http://www.nytimes.com/1985/08/25/arts/peter-brook-transforms-an-indian-epic-for-the-stage. html?pagewanted=all 49 See Peter Brook on the making of his 1985 production of The Mahabharata https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fPenEBJ4ZdI 50 See the account of the adventure in John Helpern’s book Conference of the Birds: The Story of Peter Brook in Africa (1977).
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ance, but of greatest advantage51. By not doing so, mankind has not only disgraced itself and misused its potentials, but betrayed and endangered the wonderful world it was created to share with others. Still, by thinking more deeply about himself and his interaction with the world, man can overcome the degradation he has brought upon himself, rise out of his dwarfed and fallen state, recover his humanity, and become ‘superman’. Although Margaret Croyden in her book (p. 260) informs us that Peter Brook’s Centre of Theatre Research in Paris received funding from the Pahlavi government of Iran, this certainly is not the reason why Brook turned his attention to the Indo-Iranian world. Perhaps the key influence on his life was his study of the life and work of George Ivanovich Gurdjieff, born in Armenia under Russian rule in the second half of the nineteenth century. Spiritually, in his own way, Brook saw himself as follower of Gurdjieff’s “Seekers of Truth” and found, during his quest, in the Zoroastrian concept of Asha (justice based on truth), in the resistance to war and violence in Tolstoy and his Doukhobors, in Gandhi’s Satyagraha (insistence on truth, force born of truth and love) magnificent example of how the pursuit should be conducted, and what kind of achievements it can produce. When young Sam Shepard sought Brook’s opinion about his work, Brook advised him to acquaint himself with Gurdjieff’s ideas: the result, as might have been expected, was Sheppard’s play A Lie of the Mind, his very perceptive study of patriarchy, violence and war.52 Very early in Brook’s life, the quest for truth meant crossing borders and transgressing dogmas woven into the thick tapestry of lies that Pinter, too, abhorred and wished to dispel. Gurdjieff’s concept of self-forgetting also played a key role in Brook’s understanding of life. He discovered warnings about this spiritual malady in many myths and religions of the world. For additional insight into this problem he turned to science and the work of neurologist Oliver Sacks. Many of Sacks’ discoveries and individual case histories became transposed into Brook’s plays The Man Who in 1993, and The Valley of Astonishment (the title comes from The Conference of the Birds) in 2014. In them Brook sought to reach a deeper understanding of man and his potentials by highlighting the mysterious properties and functions of the 51 Man and Superman and Don Juan in Hell, Act III: “The Devil: What is the use of knowing? Don Juan: Why, to be able to choose the line of greatest advantage instead of yielding in the direction of the least resistance. ... And there you have our difference: to be in hell is to drift: to be in heaven is to steer.” The play was revived by Ralph Fines in the London National Theatre in 2015. 52 Reference to this can be found in the book on Shepard by Don Sheway, and in the interview “Shepard and Gurdjieff” he published in American Theatre, April 2004. This is a quote from its opening paragraph: “When Sam Shepard met Peter Brook in London in 1973, Brook introduced him to the teachings of spiritual philosopher G. I. Gurdjieff, whose memoir Meetings with Remarkable Men was the basis of a film that Brook made in 1979. A recent anthology called Gurdjieff: Essays and Reflections on the Man and His Teaching  includes entries by Brook, Jerzy Grotowski, playwright JeanClaude Carriere, and composer David Hykes. The closest Shepard has ever come to acknowledging his relationship to Gurdjieff was his dedication of A Lie of the Mind to “L.P.,” a reference to Lord Pentland (Henry John Sinclair), the British businessman who established and directed the Gurdjieff Foundation of California and whose funeral Shepard attended in the spring of 1984.” http://www.donshewey.com/theater_articles/shepard_and_gurdjieff.html Lipar / Journal for Literature, Language, Art and Culture / Year XVIII / Volume 63
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human mind and the human brain. It was not a surprise then to find him in 2005, lecturing at Tel Aviv university (while the Jewish-Arab conflict was as active as ever) on the discovery made by neuroscience that our brains are hard-wired to care and connect53, and not naturally to produce dislocative nationalism and war. Brook’s simplest and most direct connection to the ‘book of kings’ theme of this paper is the 1986 recording of Discovering the Mahabharata: an evening with Jean-Claude Carrière and Peter Brook, made as part of the Works & Progress programs at the Guggenheim54. It is worth noting that the Guggenheim was designed by Frank Lloyd Wright, American architect of great genius, also influenced by Gurdjieff. His Montenegrin third wife Olgivana, educated in Russia, was a member of the group of Gurdjieff’s dancers who visited New York in 1924, where she met and later married Wright. It is through her that Gurdjieff’s ideas reached Wright and stimulated his already very accomplished talent to produce some of his most remarkable work.55 In the 28-minute-long Guggenheim version of The Mahabharata, we learn that the epic had to be written because the Earth demanded it. Men had become so violent that they were destroying the planet. When the child, for whom this Indian ‘book of kings’ is being recorded, asks why he should listen to such a vast story, Vjasa the poet (not king, or priest, but artist) tells him that after he hears the poetical history of mankind, he will become someone else – not one of the destroyers of the world, but hopefully one of its redeemers. All the stories selected for the reduced version of The Mahabharata dramatize, through specific actions, the meaning of the word dharma, difficult concept, in Brook’s view, crucial for the understanding of the epic. “If the kings are not good, the rain does not fall,” he says, wishing to suggest the close connection that exists between the world of nature and the social world. Human faulty understanding of nature and destructive attitude to its abundant gifts bring disasters. That is why dharma, the right way of doing things, needs to be re-discovered. “In a world where there is no one to tell him what to do, Man must discover responsibility,” says Brook. If the Grand Inquisitor explains to Christ that the Church has made men happy by making them follow rules, freeing them thus from the responsibility of making right moral choices inspired by his example, in The Mahabharata the only thing that can save mankind is responsibility, hard ceaseless thinking and intellectual, moral and emotional accountability for 53 See Peter Brook’s lecture The Art of the Present, May 23, 2005, at Tel Aviv University: https://www. youtube.com/watch?v=zyPl86_g-Ec. See also David Korten’s article We Are Hard-Wired to Care and Connect, published on November 15, 2008 in Yes! Magazine: http://www.yesmagazine.org/issues/purple-america/we-are-hard-wired-to-care-and-connect. 54 Discovering the Mahabharata: an evening with Jean-Claude Carrière and Peter Brook; Works & Progress at the Guggenheim, 1986, DVD: Excerpts from The Mahabharata with commentary by Jean-Claude Carrière and Peter Brook, who discuss the origins, history and meaning of the Indian classic on which the play was based. 55 See Olgivanna Wright, The Shining Brow: Frank Lloyd Wright, Horizon Press; 1st edition (1960).
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thoughts, words and deeds which either preserve or destroy the beauty and harmony of the world. These are being destroyed not only by war but also by people who out of weakness violate Asha and “wish to be told lies about Vietnam, because they can’t stand the truth.” The task of man thinking is enormous. The tapestries of lies are getting thicker, real truths about our lives, and the world within which we live them, more masked and misrepresented. The Lords, Jim Morrison observes in his poems, instrumentalize even ‘art’ (reduced to entertainment) for their purposes: “Through art they confuse us and blind us to our enslavement. Art adorns our prison walls, keeps us silent and diverted.”56 Still, when John Pilger publishes Tell Me No Lies,57 an anthology of thirty best truth-telling reports, described by critics as a collection “unrepentant in its mission to expose the truth behind the messages that politicians, warmongers, and corporate-run media inculcate” and “a call-to-arms to all who believe in honesty and justice for humanity,” it is clear that the battle is still on. The purpose of this paper was to show that the tradition of resistance to destructive history and social injustice is too long and too magnificent to be easily defeated. Ferdowsi was right when he warned his Shah, in the satirical note appended to the Shahnameh, that the power of his poetical history of Iran will be more enduring than the imperial might of kings. The truth about history had to be told, even if it brought him accusations of disloyalty and heresy. For the wonderful way he showed the terrible things patriarchal men of all religions and nationalities do to each other, Ferdowsi did not receive royal praise or the well-deserved gold for his art, but he certainly won the admiration of the human community for being the loyal champion of truth and justice and defender of the dignity of man for which his brothers in arms, Voltaire, Brecht, Pinter, Brook, and so many others also fought. ¡No pasarán!
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Љиљана Богоева Седлар / КЊИГА О КРАЉЕВИМА: ФИРДУСИ, ВОЛТЕР, ПИТЕР БРУК Резиме / Рад је осврт на некритички однос према историји који се очитава у агресивној медијској глорификацији ројализма и свеукупне империјалне баштине евроатлантског Запада, праћен лицемерним ишчуђавањем над поновним буђењем фашизма и других екстремно десничарских идеологија. О отпору који постоји таквом продужавању деструктивне и неправедне историјске праксе недовољно се говори. Зато се у раду, пре осврта на ставове према историји уметника Фирдусија, Волтера и Питера Брука, говори о Тони Бену, Еме Сезеру, Харолду Пинтеру, Питеру Селарсу и другим посвећеним ‘верницима’ у способност човечанста да живи у миру и слози, упркос „краљевима” и историјама које се пишу да би се нормализовали ратови и вековна неправда којом се они служе, а они приказали као добротвори човечанства без којих се не може. Фирдуси, Волтер и Питер Брук у својим делима на разне начине показују како се такав ток историје може избећи. Кључне речи: критика патријархалне историје, Еме Сезер, Фирдуси, Заратустра, Аша, Кавех, Шахнама, Волтер, Питер Брук, Махабхарата Примљен: 2. јуна 2017. Прихваћен за штампу јуна 2017.
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