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Remember the days of old,
consider the years of ages past.
Deuteronomy, 32:7
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Memory Telling

various events leading up to the actual wedding itself.

Haqnazar Mottahedeh provides a detailed genealogy of his ancester
Yusef Yazdi and his extended family.

Rabbi Shim‘on Khakshuri provides a detailed account of daily life in
the Jewish community of Urumiyeh (Reza’iyeh).

Houri Taleh (Aboudi) recounts a gathering ritual by women from
Hamedan.

The Persian section ends with a number of different Judeo-Persian folk
tales.
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Memory Telling

Memory Telling

Mr. Abraham Yahid, who was recruited by British army intelligence to
act as in informant in the event of a Nazi army invasion of Iran, recounts
his memories and talks about some of his activities in this capacity. He also
talks about some of his other missions for the British army. In the second
half of memory telling, Mr. Yahid discusses some of his Zionist activities
in Iran. He ends with discussions of his involvement in the Ghazvin Valley
Development Project [tarh-e omran-e dasht-e Ghazvin], which aimed at
changing to area’s irrigation and agricultural landscape.

Ms. Talat Hakim recounts a fundraiser concert to help build Sapir
Hospital.

Mr. Jahanguir Banayan recounts anecdotes about the Kourosh soccer
team, the events leading to its formation by a group of kids from Sar-e
Chal, and the team’s first match with the Jam soccer team.

He also shares his memories of Mirza Nurollah Hakim’s
missionary school called Madresseh-ye Nur-o Seddaghat, built in 1894
in Tehran. He recounts his memories of both Mirza Nurollah Hakim and
Mirza Jalinus: two cousins from the well-known Hakim Eliahou family.
Mr. Banayan then goes on to talk about how the Christian missionary
school provided education, food, and clothing for poor children, while
also actively promoting conversion to Christianity among these same kids
and their respective families.

Haj Haqnazar Khoshbakhsh, a pilgrim to Palestine circa 1900, kept a
daily travel log of his journey from Isfahan to Jerusalem with a group of
other Jewish Iranians. Experts of his journal are republished here post-
mortem for the first time.

Beman (Touba) Salimpour recounts her memories of wedding
celebrations, discussing the rites and rituals involved in each of the
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Synopsis
Iranian Jews and The Tudeh Party

Iraj Farhoumand

In this paper, Farhoumand — one of the high-ranking members of the Tudeh
party, and himself a Jew — talks about the party’s history and describes
the gradual interest and increasing fascination of a generation of young
Iranian Jews with the Tudeh agenda and ideology.

During the course of the second World War, the Soviet Republic
acquired a passing yet significant degree of political and military influence
in Iran. As a result, various socialist and communist parties were formed
in Iran, among them the Tudeh party (officially founded in 1942). At its
inception, the party did not include the famous “Workers of the world
unite!” slogan in its bylaws, and focused primarily on an ideological
opposition to Nazism and Fascism; a stance that consequently attracted
many Jewish intellectuals to the party. The Jewish intellectuals’ sympathies
for the Tudeh party were further fueled by the growing wave of anti-
Semitism and sympathy toward Hitler in Iran at that time.

In 1948/49, the Tudeh party began losing the support of many
Iranian Jews, however, as it aligned itself with the Arab countries
against the founding of the state of Isracl. The final break between Iran’s
Jewish intellectuals and the Tudeh party came with the news about
how intellectuals, and mostly Jewish intellectuals, were treated by the
Communist party in the Soviet Union.

Farhoumand’s paper ends with a detailed
account of the Tudeh party’s downfall and the end of
Iranian Jews’ involvement with the party.
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Synopsis

The Founding of Kanun-e-Kheyrkhah and
The American Joint Distribution Committee’s Financial and
Educational Cooperation in Iran

Nissim Toubia

Following WWII and the Allied occupation of Iran, the country is
struck by famine and an epidemic of contagious diseases. The severity
of these social problems is expectedly worst in Tehran’s mahalleh, the
Jewish quarter. Seeing the degree of devastation, a young physician by the
name of Dr. Sapir turns a small synagogue into a medical clinic and begins
treating typhus patients. Unfortunately, however, Sapir himself eventually
contracts typhus and dies at a very young age. After his death, a group
of benevolent individuals take over his mission, name the clinic after Dr.
Sapir, and subsequently form the Kanun-e Kheyrkhah [The Charity Club]
to run the clinic.

At the same time, the American Joint Distribution committee
becomes aware of the Iranian Jewish community’s plight and decides
to send a representative to Iran for some relief efforts. An office is thus
opened in Tehran, and a nurse and a doctor are sent to help run the Sapir
clinic. Subsequently, the American Joint Distribution committee becomes
increasingly active in Tehran and other cities around Iran. In this paper,
Toubia provides a detailed discussion of the Joint’s various activities in
Iran, discussing some of the challenges that organization faced in trying to
implement its various projects.
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Synopsis

A Portrait of Iranian Jewish Intellectuals in the
Twentieth Century:
A Review of the Weekly Israel

Jaleh Pirnazar

Jaleh Pirnazar provides a detailed review of the weekly newspaper Israel,
which was printed in Iran from April 25, 1946 to May 6, 1948. In her
review, she examines the paper’s treatment of a variety of different topics,
including:

the social and living conditions of the Iranian Jewish community;
public health;

education;

the battle with anti-Semitism and Nazism,;

religion;

women;

and the election of the representative to the fifteenth Majles.

OO,
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Synopsis

integrated into Iran’s mass media, and the figures of this generation were
mostly inclined to identify themselves as Iranian Journalists rather than
Iranian Jewish Journalists.
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Synopsis

Iranian Jews, National Identity, and Journalism:
1915-1979

Jaleh Pirnazar

Jaleh Pirnazar’s paper delineates three distinct historical periods in
Iranian Jewish Journalism:

L 1915-1925: The beginning of journalistic activities by Iranian
Jews.

This period begins with the publication of Shalom — the first Iranian
Jewish newspaper to be printed in Farsihud (Persian language written in
Hebrew script). Shalom is the first documented newspaper to write about
the lives of Jews in Iran and openly to criticize anti-Semitism. The first
Zionist newspaper called Hagueola [Salvation] was published in this same
period. A third paper called Hahaim also appeared in this period under the
editorship of Mr. Haim — the controversial Jewish member of parliament
in 1922.

1L 1941-1953: The second generation of Iranian Jewish journalists.
This period begins with Reza Shah’s abdication and the Allied occupation
of Iran during the second World War. During this period, all Iranian Jewish
newspapers are published in Persian using the Persian alphabet. These
publications include names such as Binyan, Alam-e Yahud, Rahnemay-e
Yahud, Bani Adam, Nissan, Kavian, Shahbaz, Danial, Sind, and Isrdel.
In general, these newspapers have a predominantly political orientation,
and they tend to follow the dominant trend in Iran. Most oppose Nazism,
Fascism, and Imperialism, while trying to promote democratic social
values along with a sense of Iranian Nationalism.

11 1953-1979: The third generation of Iranian Jewish journalists.
During this third period, only two newspapers continue their publication.
The first is published by Sandogh-e Melli [Iranian Jewish National Fund];
and the second by Youssef Kohan, the member of parliament. During
these years, Iranian Jewish journalists find themselves working in the
Iranian media at large. For instance, Ettela‘at and Keyhan — the two
biggest media publishing groups in Iran — had hired many Iranian Jewish
writers and journalist such as: Shaoul Bakhash, Guity Beroukhim, Moussa
Beroukhim, Simon Farzami, Moshfegh Hamedani, Vida Moshfegh,
Manouchehr Omidvar, Manouchehr Sachmehchi, and Homa Sarshar. As
Pirnazar remarks, this third generation of journalists had successfully been
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Hakhalutz and its Activities in Iran : An Overview

Shimon Hanassab

This article traces Hakhalutz’s activities in Iran. Hakhalutz’s primary
objective was to establish a sense of community among Iranian

Jews, and its ultimate goal was to recruit the young for immigration

to the newly founded state of Israel. From 1942 to 1945, Hakhalutz
established and directed a variety of Hebrew classes. By the end of the
war, representatives were sent to Iran from Israel in order to increase
Hakhalutz’s activities by creating more branches, and further to redirect
the organization’s various activities with an eye on more ideological
and Zionist values. In his discussions, Hanassab examines the many
challenges faced by Hakhalutz’s leaders and mentors, specifically with
respect to the leaders of the Tudeh party. Hanassab further elaborates
on some of the difficulties the Hakhalutz leaders faced in their efforts
to open different branches in various cities around Iran. The paper ends
with a discussion of the three Hakhalutz conferences held in Tehran in
1948, 1949, and 1950, respectively.
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musical life of Iran more generally, but with the decline of the live musical
experience in favor of radio and recordings, the growing acceptability of
musical performing among Muslims and the refocused interest of middle-
and upper-class Iranians on Western music, the future was an economically
bleak one for all.

The Iranian Revolution of 1979 and the subsequent dislocation
and emigration of large numbers of Iranian Jews undoubtedly had an
effect on the Jewish musical professionals and their performance, which
ought to be the subject of some serious research. Likewise, the survival
of large enclaves of traditional Iranian Jews in Los Angeles, Great Neck,
New York, and elsewhere, raises the possibility of ongoing liturgical
musical creativity amongst the shlihe tzibbur in a new environment. I
can only hope that these musical traditions do not die out but, instead,
thrive in these new locations and in the surviving remnant Iranian Jewish
communities in Teheran and Shiraz.
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for their efforts. They would, therefore, probably not fit a category of
professional musician. Yet those few who led prayer regularly, who were
respected for their skills, and who took this task as a “calling,” could hardly
be considered “amateurs.” It is time that they be viewed with the same
consideration as expert cantors in other Jewish traditions. Their main
requisites were an acceptable voice, appropriate knowledge of the prayer
melodies, outstanding Hebraic reading skills and, for the top performers,
the ability to translate and interpret text into Persian while maintaining
musical coherence and beauty. Only a very few had achieved this in the
Iran I knew thirty years ago.

I'am aware that many of you may not fathom how adjectives such as
“beauty” and “spirituality” could be applied to the largely routine, remote,
seemingly musically-uninteresting synagogue services with which you are
familiar. I have no idea whether or how the synagogue musical tradition
has weathered the passage of time in Iran or the trauma of immigration here
in the United States. My favorite Shirazi shaliah tzibbur, Yosef Limude
Torah of Kenisa-ye Kohanim died some years ago. When he last spoke
with me, he confided with a mixture of pride and modesty, that he was the
last in Shiraz who could raise his congregants to high emotive spiritual
participation and that very few of the next generation had the requisite
mixture of Hebraic, Persian, and musical skills to continue. Perhaps you
have never participated in this experience and, sadly, it may already be too
late to do so now.

Conclusions

The musical journey my wife and I experienced in Jewish Iran in
the 1960s was not the one expected. This is of course an old anthropological
truth; one we impart to new initiates into field research, for it makes these
experiences truly exciting.

In the Iran we came to understand, Jewish musical professionals
dominated the community’s performance of music in almost every musical
encounter, whether secular or religious. These two musical genres were
kept in separate domains and few performers crossed-over the seemingly
intentional barrier. Within the secular music domain, most of the Jewish
professionals were performers of popular/topical music, or local/regional
folk and dance music. Only a few managed to transcend Iranian art
music, but they were often considered among its finest performers. Jewish
professional musicians in the 1960s continued to be significant in the
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appears to be greater variation of this tradition.

In my opinion, the most interesting liturgical music tradition was
centered on the chanting of sl/ihot during the month of Ellul through
Yom Kippur, the special texts for the prayer vigils of Hoshana Rabba and
Shavu’to, and the kinot for Tisha B’av. These and related texts had two
fascinating components, one liturgical and the other musical.

The liturgical component is most unusual, if not absolutely unique.
The old indigenous liturgy was totally replaced by the Sephardic tradition,
perhaps as late as the early nineteenth century.” Few hints of the earlier
tradition remains. But the way texts were handled by the shaliah tzibbur
on certain occasions is worthy of mention.

For example, prayer texts that were normally silent, such as
the evening silent amida prayer on Rosh Hashana, would be chanted
aloud while infrequently utilized texts were begun in Hebrew and then,
depending on the competence of the shaliah tzibbur, would be chanted
in Persian or Judeo-Persian, at sight! The texts were often very moving
and lent themselves to extended and emotional interpretation, so that the
emerging elaboration was as much a sermonizing and philosophically
creative poetic construction, as it was a “translation.” The emotive quality
of these performances was compelling. Moods could be shifted from
anger to sorrow to contrition. The congregation became an audience of
participants who wept and moaned as they were deeply immersed in these
powerful spiritual moments. Furthermore, interpretation certainly served
the practical purpose of making these texts available to the large numbers
of functionally illiterate worshippers, much more effectively than say a
side-by-side translation common in European and American synagogues.
This was for many the only possibility, since large numbers of Jews were
not only illiterate in Hebrew but also in Persian. As a shaliah tzibbur
myself, I found these experiences astonishingly refreshing, remarkably
adroit and demonstrating an outstanding command of text.

The music was likewise powerful. Much depended on the power
of formal Persian modes of oratory. It was a kind of “Sprechstimme,”
using the rhythm of the text and a stylized melodic pattern appropriate for
times of grief and contrition. The melodic cadences brought each section,
no matter how elaborated, back to the appropriate mode, the nusah
hatfilla. Those were moments of spiritual grace as the congregation would
participate with great “kavannah.”

The shlihe tzibbur were not formally trained and were not paid

25 See Elkan Nathan Adler, “The Persian Jews: Their Books and Other
Rituals,” Jewish Quarterly Review 10 (1898): 584-625.

36



Laurence D. Loeb

irrelevant. The vocal style of art music with its extended melisma,
bleating, etc... is absent from liturgical music. And while occasional
regional folk melodies may have been borrowed for certain hymn tunes or
congregational responsorial singing, I failed to identify more than a few
possible examples. This insularity is quite remarkable given the active
role of Jews in Iranian music. Only Yemenite Jewish liturgical music is
demonstrably as resistant to outside influence. But in Yemen, Jewish men
did not participate in any way in local musical culture, and had never been
professional musicians.

I had a delightful time tracking borrowed wandering melodies
in Iran. My favorite was probably the result of a French emissary from
Alliance or Otsar Hatorah. It was a ubiquitous Yigda/ melody that every
community I visited claimed as an old original melody. In Shiraz, some had
left most of the chorus intact, but Iranified the introduction to the verses.
It seemed best preserved in Tehran but I also recorded it in Yazd, Kerman,
Borujerd, Sanandaj, and Kermanshah. In Kermanshah, an informant
claimed to have invented it, which turned out to be at least partially true
— it was so changed that it might as well have been his own. A Kashani
informant in Tehran claimed to have brought it back from Israel. Another
claimed it had already existed in Kashan. When I first wrote about it in
1970,2' I could not identify its origins. Later, I found the same tune claimed
as a traditional Turkish melody from Istanbul,?? and a Sukkot melody from
Florence, Italy.”* The final clue came when I heard it sung in a French
comedy film titled The Adventures of Mad Rabbi Jacob. In the end, its
Western Sephardic origins are hard to deny, and a well preserved version
from Bayonne, France used for the pilgrimage holidays is probably the
oldest extant version.?*

Most of my published research was on chanting the 7ora and
Prophets. It was easy to demonstrate that 7ora cantillation belongs to the
regional tradition shared with Iraqi and Kurdish Jews. This is most likely
due to the attempt to maintain a fidelity to the written notation called trenv
hngy, used by Jews the world-over. Haftara chant was a melody and there

21 Laurence Loeb, “The Jews of Southwest Iran: A Study of Cultural
Persistence” (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 1970). 367-68.

22 Isaac Behar, Sephardic Sabbath Chants (New York: Tara Publications,
1992). 49.

23 Isaac Levy, Antologia de liturgia Judeo-Espariola, vol. 9 (Jerusalem:
Ministry of Culture and Education, 1977). 151.

24 M. J. Benharouche-Baralia, Chants hébraiques traditionels (Biarritz,
1961). 71.
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ranking profession in favor of more attractive options. Finally, the Iranian
elite, who once viewed art music as stimulus to philosophic contemplation
or sensual feelings, now had their home filled with recorded masterpieces
or turned to radio or television which could provide an ever-present
envelope of music. Tastes also shifted in favor of European and American
music and/or hybrid forms combining traditional genres with Western
sounds and instrumentation.

Yet while professional music performance was largely reduced
to special celebrations and appearances at community events, amateur
music was in ascendance. Western instruments such as the piano were
becoming popular in the 1960s, but some teenagers were also studying
santur, traditional violin, and setar. Regional mahalli music, popular
Iranian music, etc. was something to be learned and performed for peers.
I was told that for many this renewed interest in indigenous music quickly
declined among the educated in the 1970s as they rushed to become
“worldly.”

Music of the Synagogue

Idelsohn’s collection of liturgical music from the early 1900s had
led me to expect something special and unusual about Iranian synagogue
music. Had my interests not been seduced by other possibilities, I believe
I could have made a case for the accuracy of this premise.

Yes, [ know I said previously that musicianship was not especially
prized in the knisa. In part, I believe that professional musicians were
generally excluded as regular shaliah tzibbur due to their unsavory
reputation. Furthermore, they were not often in a position successfully to
compete for auctioned honors, and they lacked sufficient status and honor
to participate in synagogue ta ‘arof exchanges described elsewhere.?’ There
were exceptions of course, as I have been reminded by Farid and Hamid
Dardashti, whose father was an art singer of considerable repute, but who
also often served as shaliah tzibbur.

In general, the liturgical music of Iran seems remarkably free of
the influences of formal art music. The dastgaha, for example, do not
serve as an interchangeable guides for texts as was common among Syrian
and North African Sfardim. The formal structures of art music, with their
interspersing of metrical sections with non-metrical recitative is likewise

20 Laurence Loeb, “Prestige and Piety in the Iranian Synagogue,”
Anthropological Quarterly 51 (1978): 155-61.
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ensembles were the rule. Small ensembles for parties numbered up to
four musicians. Standing “orchestras” could include as many as fifteen.
Occasionally, Muslim musicians participated, and reportedly Jewish and
Muslim performers got along well.

As is well known, the term for professional musician, motreb, is
often used disparagingly, at least among Jews. There are several reasons
for this, but for the most part they have nothing to do with performance
skill or talent. Rather, it has more to do with the evolved lifestyle and
allegations about misbehavior.

We have alluded to the financial insecurity of most musicians.
But the common traditional means of securing a gigue was for a small
group to visit the site of a forthcoming celebration and play outside until
invited in to perform or paid to leave.!” This aggressive impoliteness
parallels in some ways the European Jewish traditions of schnorring,
which — similar to that institution — was perceived as akin to begging.
This demeaning practice had disappeared by the 1960s, but had already
sullied the reputation of the motreb. Finally, due to frequent interaction
with non-Jews and presence at non-Jewish events, musicians were alleged
to eat non-kosher food, perform on Sabbaths and holidays and maintain
much too-intimate ties with female dancers who were viewed as licentious
and probable prostitutes. In 1968, ordinary musicians were ranked barely
better than butchers, beggars, and body-washers.

This disdain was further evidenced by their frequent inability
to contract a favorable marriage, despite a shortage of men and soaring
dowry prices. Maybe that accounts for the high occupational endogamy
whereby musicians often married the offspring of other musicians. On the
one hand, this had the positive effect of creating musical dynasties. But on
the other, daughters of professional musicians were not considered very
desirable mates by the social standards of Shirazi Jewish society. About
Keramat, seemingly so successful, yet a bachelor of 36, a fellow musician
commented:

people say: ‘How will he be able to support his family
when he gets old and looses his good looks?’

The swift decline of the professional musician was directly related
to the large-scale emigration to Israel and Tehran of the Shirazi poor in
the 1950s. But as overall educational opportunities improved in Iran,
new vocational possibilities enabled potential musicians to escape a low-

19 Alliance, 1903. 107.
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focused on truly musical matters, such as “skill” versus “feeling,”
more often the discussions were centered on mundane matters such as
remuneration for performances.

The Shirazi motreb of the late 1960s could not, for the most part, be
considered a dedicated artist. He was earning a living in the way he knew
best. Most of those with whom I spoke were mediocre performers by local
standards. Few ever practiced on their instruments. But the performances
were mostly improvisatory and could arguably have served as practice
sessions in themselves.

One musician, Hushang, was a well-known singer and tombak
player. His deceased father had been a tar and kamancheh player. His
older brother in Teheran was a violinist. He was supporting a wife, two
young children, his mother, his wife’s siblings and her mother. Most often
he worked with Keramat, Shiraz’s best violin performer, often as a duo.
In this arrangement he received three-eighths of the fee, while Keramat,
more famous and respected, earned five-eighths. The fee for an evening
performance averaged about 500 rials, but it ranged from 300 to 2000. (By
comparison, a Shirazi primary school teacher earned approximately 4000
rials per month.) Summer was the busiest season, with two or three

Iranian-Jewish Musicians

performances per week from June to September when Muslim and
Jewish weddings were at their peak. In the cold of winter, performances
slacked off to one per week or once every two-weeks. During Ramadan
and Muharram, Muslims forbid music and Jews also refrain from major
celebrations at these times. Jews, of course, had their own restrictions:
Shabbat, holidays, sfirat ha’omer, and the three weeks preceding Tish’a
B’av. During the peak performance months, Hushang might earn 1000 to
1400 rials per week. During the rest of the year, his earnings were far lower
and there were periods of no income at all. Obviously, some musicians
were doing better than this (e.g., Keramat), but some did far worse.
While they sometimes performed as duos, usually larger
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fledged musicians in all."> Dayereh was sometimes substituted for fombak
and in intimate settings, setar for tar. Interestingly, there were no reported
professional santur players. Wills had reported nineteenth-century Shirazi
Jewish musicians using dohol (a large frame drum) and ney (transverse
flute), but these too were no longer played.!'®

In the late 1960s, the most accomplished Shirazi musicians
were Jewish. Some were outstanding. Jalal Qanuni playing ganun, Jalal
Balazadeh on tar with Manucher Shirazi singing and playing tombak, for
example, were often asked to perform for the Shah. Indeed, they were
involved in the coronation celebration, especially when the festivities
moved to Shiraz and Takht-e Jamshid [Persopolis]. Some were well-
known, because their recordings were widely distributed. Sometimes
they adopted surnames which identified their profession, e.g., Shirakhun,
Qanuni, Qanunchi, Zamir (Hebrew for Nightingale), and Managen
(mnagen: Hebrew for “play” and instrument).

A century ago, being a musician was supposedly lucrative.!”
By the 1960s, however, it was merely an unreliable source of income,
because while pay was good, opportunity to perform was sporadic. It was
reported that around the turn of the century, the arts were organized under
the control of the Shah, who designated a chief of the arts, who in turn
appointed someone to serve as the head of the local nagareh khaneh.'s
Musicians were expected to provide music for royal occasions, e.g., a
salam or a ta ‘ziyeh [passion play] during Muharam. [ have no information
about Jewish participation in this institution, although with control over
performing troops and Jews among the prominent performers, it is likely
that Jewish musicians had some role in the naqareh khaneh. Were any
appointed to head these institutions? I can only speculate. In Shiraz,
Jewish musicians were associated in an informal guild, much as the
goldsmiths. By the 1960s, its organization had disintegrated and was not
well understood by the remaining musicians. Sometimes, during the day,
Jewish musicians could be found socializing outside the three Jewish-
owned music stores near the mahalleh. While conversations sometimes

15 In addition, there were two honar pisheh who performed with Muslim
groups of eight to ten.
16 C. J. Wills, Persia as It Is (London: Sampson, Low, Marston, Searle and

Rivington, 1887). 165.
17 Alliance, 1903. 108. Descos, 1908. 233.

18 Desco does not clarify whether he is referring to a negar khaneh [house
of arts] or perhaps nagqareh khaneh [house of the kettle drum]. I have not been
made aware of what the correct term actually is.
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music professionals.

Secular music performance allowed for a far broader range of
choice, e.g., vocal and instrumental, art music and folk music, local vs.
regional or even national style, urban and rural, individual and ensemble.
In short, secular music-making allowed for professionalization with
positive and negative implications.

Music enjoys an ambivalent status in Iranian Shi’ism. Thanks
to the Sufi tradition, music and poetry are seen as potentially uplifting,
inspiring, emotionally engaging. The affective, positive, joy-oriented
aspects of Jalal al-din Rumi and his disciples clash with more iconoclastic
views of Imami Shi’ism. With the Safavid adoption of Shi’ism, religiously
approved music was intended for religious events alone. While art music
and folk music could not be eliminated, they were clearly not respected
by the influential clergy. Professional musicians were seen as engaged
in a profession bordering on najess so that for a 300 year period, much
of Iranian music was performed, preserved, and developed by dhimmis,
Armenians, Nestorians, Zoroastrians and, most of all, Jews. Jewish
involvement in large numbers is not surprising, as Jews were the largest
and most widely dispersed minority population in the pre-modern period.

Music neither died nor diminished due to clerical opposition. But
along with some of the repressive restrictions on physical contact with
Jews and reduced opportunities in some economic arenas, came new
opportunities in crafts, silver and goldsmithing, and music-making.

Since most of my research was in Shiraz, | am most familiar
with the music profession there. In the late 1960s, there were no more
instrument makers.!! They had migrated to Tehran. But there were many
performers. In 1903, there had been 60 professional musicians in Shiraz,'?
far more than in Teheran."® Informants reported that at their height, around
1950, there were at least 150-200 professional musicians in Shiraz. Habib
Levi claims that at that time, 10% of Shirazi men were musicians, as many
as 250!

In 1968, the number had diminished at a time when live music
performance of traditional music was in serious decline. I counted nine
violinists (two or three still playing the kamancheh), one ganun player,
fourteen tar players, and sixteen singer/fombak or zarb players; forty full

11 Two local Jews could still repair violin bows and tar frets.
12 Alliance, 1903. 108.

13 Descos, 1908. 203.

14 Levi, 1960. III: 1011.
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women never danced professionally because of the sexual implications
and social stigma. That said, I remain puzzled as to why there were no
examples of male or female traditional dancing at Jewish celebrations or on
other occasions. No line, circle, or group dancing could even be recalled.
When dancing seemed called for, it was either done by professional non-
Jewish women dancers or self-consciously — and quite briefly — by amateur
imitation of traditional Iranian dancing. However, everybody appreciated
good belly dancing and much to my ethnocentric aesthetic expectations,
it was usually not some svelte young attractive female who received the
accolades, but rather plump, often middle aged women who could ripple
the most amount of flesh.

It is possible that earlier traditions of Jewish music and dance may
have simply disappeared, but their absence was a major disappointment
and was, in part, responsible for my shifting my primary focus from music
to other aspects of Jewish life and culture. However, Jewish musicians
performing art music were the major performers of art music in Iran, and
did so in a manner totally acceptable to the Iranian non-Jewish listener.
Was there anything Jewish about these performances? At the time I did not
really think so. Some years later, however, I hypothesized that elements
of Jewish music might indeed be imbedded in both Iranian art and folk
music, planted inadvertently most probably, but perhaps purposefully in
some instances.'? To date, no one has tested this thesis.

Whereas Jewish women were largely excluded from public music-
performing — except within the confines of strictly segregated female space
—men had no such constraints. Musical expression had several potential
outlets within two spheres, secular and sacred. Sacred music performances
were most often within the knisa [synagogue] through assuming the role of
shaliah tzibbur [cantor] or by volunteering song at extra-synagogal events
such as weddings, circumcisions, and at houses of mourning. Special text
recitation (e.g. tora, haftara, mgilla, hashkava, thillim, slihof) or Shahin
reading, required knowledge of Hebrew text — or Judeo-Persian — as well
as musical skill. It further required competence in the established prayer
modes, melodies, and style. How this was learned, who was permitted to
serve in singing-leader capacity, what role did instrumental music play
in this genre, will be explored later. Suffice it to say, at this juncture, that
professional secular musicians rarely served as regular, repeat performers
of sacred liturgical music and, I observe, the quality of sacred music
performance was often far below the quality performance range of secular

10 Laurence Loeb, “The Jewish Musician and the Music of Fars,” Asian
Music 4 (1972): 3-14.
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Non-liturgical music performed by Jewish musicians proved more
difficult to collect and, at the time, less interesting for me. There seemed to
be little in the music I heard performed at weddings and social occasions
that would differentiate it from non-Jewish folk music. Surprisingly little
semi-liturgical music was played or sung at Jewish ritual occasions —e.g.,
brit mila, weddings, etc... — and no participatory Jewish dancing either.
This is not to say that Shirazi Jews were musically uncreative. Topical
songs were created spontaneously, using a known, often popular melody —
the new lyrics responsive to the occasion. The texts were specific, naming
or alluding to real individuals, and sometimes politically targeted. Many
males would participate in an informal contest to demonstrate the most
original text while maintaining rhythm and melody. However, these
“songs” disappeared as fast as they appeared and were not recalled at later
occasions.

Wedding songs, the most common form of semi-sacred singing,
was non-specific, avoiding mention of the couple and not dealing with real
events. Folk songs, generally, were surprisingly scarce. Strangely absent
were ballads or epics that recalled events in local history, persecutions, or
deliverance. Women sung infrequently. My wife heard no work songs or
ballads at home, though occasionally lullabies — not-specifically Jewish —
were sung to encourage sleepy children to nap during the day.

Dance too was hardly present. In Shiraz and elsewhere, there
had been a nineteenth-century tradition of Jewish professional dancing,
often by young prepubescent boys dressed as women. The unpleasant
implications of this are described by Edward Browne® and railed against
by the representatives of Alliance Israelite Universelle.” Jewish dancers
were sometimes so effective that they became royal favorites. One,
Yekutiel, mentioned by Isracl Benjamin® was made “prime minister”
[sic!] by the Shah, presumably Nasir al-Din, and led the Shah’s forces
in crushing a rebellion in Isfahan. Another almost provoked a pogrom
against the Jews of Shiraz through an alleged insult to an akhund [religious
leader].’ Exactly when and how Jewish male professional dancing ceased
is unknown, but there were no vestiges of it by the mid-1960s. Jewish

6 Edward G. Browne, 4 Year Amongst the Persians (London: Adams and
Charles Black, 1950).

7 Bulletin mensuel de I’Alliance Israelite Universelle, 1905. 94.

8 Israel Joseph Benjamin, Eight Years in Asia and Africa — 1846 to 1854
(Hannover, 1859). 238-39.

9 Bulletin mensuel de I’Alliance Israelite Universelle, 1905. 94-96.
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Furthermore, the music is divorced from its context. Shirazi, Isfahani,
Tehrani etc. music are treated as parts of a collective, shared musical
experience, but Idelsohn fails adequately to demonstrate the validity of
this assumption.

Any suggestion that we had any real inkling as to what we
were getting ourselves into when my newlywed wife and I arrived in
Mehrabad airport in August of 1967 would have been quickly discarded
as we disembarked from the plane wearing white pith helmets. I think
our naiveté was so completely obvious that Iranian customs did not even
bother to inspect all of our equipment, film, and tapes: material that proved
so valuable in collecting our data.

One week later we were in Shiraz, where we found a wonderful
apartment in a Jewish home on kucheh-ye Izadi, near khiaban-e Sa ‘adi,
only a fifteen-minute walk from the heart of the mahalleh. We spent the
next fifteen months getting to know and getting to be known to the Jewish
community of Shiraz. Not that we were totally accepted, I discovered, when
after about six months, a Jewish school principal quietly asked whether I
had been sent by the CIA. My wife developed superb rapport with women
of all social levels and was especially appreciated by the mahalleh women,
because she looked like a native and her street Persian was convincing
and illiterate, making her socially compatible. My Persian was less fluent,
in part because the men with whom I worked most preferred to speak a
mixture of Hebrew and Persian, though not the traditional zaban-e ‘ebri on
which I later collected some data.

Within a couple of months, my wife and I were both studying
the santur with a Jewish college student. We never made much progress,
because our attention was diverted to many other matters. But the assistant
director of the Joint was the son of Jalal Qanuni, who had gone to Iraq in
the 1920s and returned a master ganun player, reintroducing the instrument
back into Iranian art music. These contacts gradually led to interaction
with a variety of professional Jewish musicians.

My primary musical interest was Jewish liturgical music. 1
recorded multiple versions of most everything still being practiced,
recently introduced, and some things — like recitation of Shahin — barely
remembered. We traveled extensively, collecting liturgical music in
Isfahan, Tehran [mostly Kashani], Borujerd, Nahavand, Hamadan,
Kermanshah, Sanandaj, Mashhad, Yazd, and Kerman, while comparing
our ethnographic data from Shiraz and remnant communities in Fars with
life in these other communities. Much of what was learned has been
published but the music remains, thirty years later, largely unanalyzed.
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wanted to study the music of a community still thriving in what I later
learned they viewed as galut, “exile.” But the Jewish communities of
North Africa — Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia — were disintegrating
because of the sweeping political changes there. Libya was unstable, and
Yemen was totally inhospitable to research of any kind. And so I was
drawn to consider the Jews of Iran, about whom surprisingly little was
known.

Perhaps it was dast-e khoda [God’s hand] guiding my choice,
because it proved to be fortuitous. At that time, knowing no Persian at
all, I vociferously read just about everything in Hebrew and in European
languages that described Iranian Jewry, and discovered that there really was
no usable history of Iranian Jewry. Hanina Mizrahi, a delightful elderly
man when I met him in Jerusalem in August of 1967, had contributed
some useful material on Jewish folklore and ethnography,' and with the
help of friends in Tehran, I made the acquaintance of Habib Levy and
explored his attempts to render a usable text from oral, folklorist, and
written sources on the history of Iranian Jewry.? Walter Fischel’s material®
and the chronicles of Baba’i ibn Lotf and Baba’i ibn Farhad in the French
abridgment* rounded out the major Jewish sources then available on
Jewish community life during the past 500 years.

There was, of course, also Abraham Idelsohn’s major study of the
Persian Jewish liturgical music, Gesdnge der persischen, bucharischen
und daghestanischen Juden published in 1922,° which appropriately linked
these communities and their synagogue music. In general terms, Idelsohn
shows that most of Iranian Jewish liturgical music of the early part of the
century utilizes the familiar modes shared by Jewish societies the world-
over. Some of those same melodies were still clearly recognizable 50
years later when I conducted my own research. But Idelsohn’s corpus
of music is sketchy, really fragmentary. He was most interested in the
comparative aspect of his work, which leaves it far from comprehensive.

1 Hanina Mizrahi, Yehudey Faras (Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1959).
2 Habib Levy, Tarikh-e Yahud-e Iran (Tehran: Berukhim and Sons, 1960).
3

Walter Fischel, “The Jews of Persia: 1795-1940,” Jewish Social Studies
12 (1958): 119-60.
4 Wilhlem Bacher, “Un épisode de I’histoire des juifs de Perse aprés les
chroniques poétiques de Babai et de Babai b. Farhad,” Revue des études juives 47
(1904): 262-82.
5 A. Z. lIdelson, Gesinge der persischen, bucharischen und
daghestanischen Juden. Hebrdisch-orientalischer melodienschatz (Jerusalem:
Benjamin Harz Verlag, 1922).
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Laurence D. Loeb is Associate Professor of Anthropology at the University of
Utah and a member of its Middle East Center faculty. Professor Loeb and his wife
conducted field research on Iranian Jewry from August 1967 to November 1968.
A brief follow-up visit took place in November 1977. While the main focus of his
research was the Shiraz Jewish community, especially its communal religious and
musical life, Professor Loeb collected material from other communities in Fars,
Luristan, Azerbayjan, Kurdistan, Khorasan, and Hamadan, with extended work in
Yazd, Kerman, Isfahan, and Tehran. He also spent time with the Qashqai in Fars
and the Zoroastrian populations in and around Yazd.

Since the late 1970s, most of Professor Loeb’s research efforts have been
focused on the Jews of South Yemen. For the past twenty years, most of Professor
Loeb’s research has focused on a tightly knit Israel residing Jewish community
from Habban.

In the early 1960s, as I was completing my training at the Jewish
Theological Seminary in Hazzanut, I developed a growing interest in the
musical traditions of Middle Eastern Jews. As I became more involved in
my graduate studies in ethnomusicology and anthropology, I considered
which musical community to study. All of the previous work had been
done in Israel with immigrant singers and synagogue shlihe tzibbur. 1
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sizable number of Iranian Jews participated in the revolutionary movement
of 1978/79, but most felt that they would fare better outside Iran and left.*’
In leaving the land of Queen Esther, they once more demonstrated their
cultural integration in Iranian society, for, like their Baha’i, Christian,
Muslim, and Zoroastrian fellow emigrants, they overwhelmingly chose
the United States as their new home,®® not Israel.

87 For a discussion of the state of non-Muslims in post-revolutionary Iran,
see Eliz Sanasarian, Religious Minorities in Iran (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2000).

88 On Iranian Jews in Los Angeles, see Ron Kelley, “Ethnic and Religious
Communities from Iran in Los Angeles,” Ron Kelley et al., eds., [rangeles: Iranians
in Los Angeles (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 98-113; and Amnon
Netzer, “Immigration, Iranian,” Jack Fischel and Sanford Pinsker, eds., Jewish-
American History and Culture: An Encyclopedia (New York: Garland, 1992), 265-
267.
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But the nation is a construct based on some ascriptive feature, and
so the creation of the state of Israel provided Jews in Iran with an alternative
community of which they could conceivably imagine themselves to be
members. Iran’s other religious minorities did not have such a clear cut
option: for Armenians, the appeal of the Soviet Republic of Armenia was
limited by communism; Assyrians had no territory of their own anywhere;
and Zoroastrians and Baha’is were followers of religions that had originated

in Iran.

After 1948, many poorer Iranian Jews chose life in Israel over life in
Iran as Israel offered better prospects of prosperity, although some regretted
their choice and returned. But those Jews who stayed in Iran felt a loyalty to
both states and to both nations, imagining themselves as members of both
the community of Iranians and the community of Jews. They saw no need
to choose between them, since the relations between the two states were
good; one might even argue that from a purely geopolitical stand point, the
two nations are natural allies. The icon of the Judeo-Persian synthesis was
and is Cyrus, founder of the Achaemenid Empire and liberator of the Jews
who is mentioned favorably in the Bible:* in Iran, Israel, or Los Angeles,
Jewish institutions, including sports clubs, bear his name. The same Cyrus
was also fetishized by the last Shah as the founder of the Iranian monarchy,
facilitating the synergy between Jews and the Pahlavi regime. The historical
Cyrus had allowed Jews to return to the Holy Land; his self-proclaimed
successor maintained cordial relations with the second set of returnees.

But the existence of the state of Israel, and Iranian Jewry’s
sympathy for that state, led others to suspect them of unclear loyalties. This
suspicion started a vicious circle: many nationalistic Iranians did not fully
trust Iranian Jews, and this mistrust in turn hurt the feelings of Jews who
considered themselves to be loyal citizens of Iran, with a stake in Iranian
culture twice as ancient as that of Iranian Muslims. Their estrangement
from Iran and sympathy for Israel in turn reinforced Muslims’ suspicions.
The Arab-Israeli War of 1967 and the subsequent football game between
the national teams of Iran and Israel sharpened this malaise, and the anti-
Semitic excesses of this game confirmed the link between modern anti-
Semitism in the Middle East and the creation of the state of Israel.’¢ A

85 Perhaps the name of Cyrus resonated more with Jews than with other
Iranians, including Zoroastrians, who had no historical memory of Cyrus and whose
knowledge of pre-Islamic Iranian history came largely from the epic tradition of the
Shahnameh, which does not mention Cyrus. See also Amnon Netzer, “Some Notes
on the Characterization of Cyrus the Great in Jewish and Judeo-Persian Writings,”
Acta Iranica 2 (1974): 35-52.

86 Bernard Lewis, Semites and Anti-Semites: An Inquiry into Conflict and
Prejudice (New York: W.W. Norton, 1986).
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attributes distinguished them from Muslims; and the ritual commandments
(for instance concerning dietary restrictions) of their religion were closer to
Islam than those of Zoroastrianism or Christianity.

That Jews, along with other non-Muslims, faced discrimination and
contempt in traditional Iranian society is too well attested in both indigenous
sources and foreign travelers’ accounts to be questioned by any but the most
ahistorical and apologetic adherents of the thesis that “Islam is tolerant,” for
even one inclined to accept the thesis must admit that Muslims, like adherents
of all other religions, very often disregard their religion’s strictures in their
daily behavior. But Jews were not the only marginalized group in traditional
society, and the Muslim majority was not monolithic. Iranian society as a
whole was a mosaic of different ascriptive and status groups enmeshed in
a complex web of relationships of power and subordination, and it is this
complexity that allowed different religious communities to survive through
the centuries, as they did not face a monolithic majority bloc.®* With the
advent of secularism in the 1920s, the weight of ascriptive identifications
lightened, allowing a greater amount of social integration to take place
alongside the already existing cultural integration. This made those incidents
of discrimination that did occur stand out even more, for a human being
remembers one humiliation more vividly than a hundred cases of non-
discriminatory behavior. Any discussion of non-Muslims’ place in Iranian
society must therefore endeavor to stay clear of both the Scylla of brushing
instances of discrimination under the rug and the Charybdis of lining them
up on a string to prove that the history of Iran’s religious minorities is an
uninterrupted tale of woe and pain.

In Iran, as elsewhere in recent history, the social integration of
religious minorities increased as one went up the social ladder: better
educated and richer Iranians were less likely to keep to themselves, whether
they were Muslims, Jews, or adherents of Iran’s other religions.® In Iran’s
elite schools, pupils of all religious backgrounds studied together, played
together, and developed lasting friendships, forming a modern middle and
upper middle class that liked to think of itself as tolerant and open-minded
in matters of religion — and irreligion. The track and field champion Jeanette
Kohan-Sedq was a perfect example of this integration: when she died in the
company of a Muslim friend and fellow athlete, Simin Shafi‘i, her relatives
attended Shafi‘i’s funeral service in the mosque, while Shafi‘i’s relatives
attended Kohan-Sedq’s service in the synagogue.?*

Tehran favored the adoption of standard Persian.

82 For examples about how this worked in practice, see Goldstein, “The
Paradigm of Protection.”
83 This is not to say that at the lower end of the social ladder there was nothing

but strife and that at the upper level there was no bigotry.
84 Personal communication, Rosa Pirnazar, 7 February 1999, Los Angeles.
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was adopted for the eighth or ninth day after Passover;” and in more recent
times, Count Gobineau told us in 1865, Jews, “sharing the Persian passion
for drama,” wrote their own passion plays in imitation of Shiite ta ziah plays
— but did not perform them, for fear of being seen as parodying Muslims.”’
In everyday language, Jews colloquially refer to the rabbi as molla or
even akhund, and to the synagogue as masjed — a terminology shared with
Muslims.” Jewish houses of strength must be seen as part of this cultural
integration. But they appeared precisely at a time when the institution of the
zurkhaneh went into decline, and so we cannot tell whether they could have
been a harbinger of greater social integration among athletes.

In legal terms, social integration became possible in the wake of
the Constitutional Revolution of 1906. This revolution granted non-Muslims
almost full citizenship,” and prepared the ground for greater desegregation
under the secularizing rule of Reza Shah (1925-41),%° when Jews started
to move out of the mahalleh and settle in other parts of the capital. From
the mid-1920s to the mid-1970s, the social integration of Jews (and other
non-Muslims) in Iranian society constantly increased, interrupted only by
the impact of Nazism in the late 1930s and 1940s, as mentioned above.
Culturally, the Jews were perhaps the most integrated of all the religious
minorities in Iran save the Baha’is. Unlike Iran’s old Christian minorities
(Armenians and Assyrians), they largely abandoned their own languages
and dialects for standard Persian in the twentieth century;3' no physical

76 It is called ruz-e bagh [day of the garden] (sometimes ruz-e sal), and has
been carried to Israel. See Judith L. Goldstein, “Iranian Ethnicity in Israel: The
Performance of Identity,” Alex Weingrod, ed., Studies in Israeli Ethnicity: After the
Ingathering (New York: Gordon and Breach Science Publishers, 1985), 240-243.

77 [Comte de] Gobineau, Religions et philosophies dans I’Asie Centrale
(Paris: Gallimard, 1957), 406

78 Perhaps the use of these words was originally a precaution used in public
spaces in order not to draw attention.

79 See Zhanet Afari [Janet Afary], “Engelab-e mashruteh: nakhostin gam
baray-e mobarezeh ba yahudi-setizi dar Iran,” in Sarshar and Sarshar, eds., Yahudian-e
irani dar tarikh-e mo ‘aser.

80 It should be remembered that the Constitutional Revolution improved the
legal status of minorities, but not necessarily their treatment by the rest of society. As
late as 1921, Seyyed Zia’eddin Tabataba’i, as part of his new regime’s revolutionary
measures to “improve hygiene” in Tehran, ordered Jews to wear a black patch on
their clothes and Armenians to move their shops to the north side of the city. Ja’far
Shahri, Tarikh-e ejtema‘i-ye Tehran dar qarn-e sizdahom, vol. 5, (Tehran: Resa,
1990), 346

81 The Jews of Iranian Kurdistan originally spoke an Aramaic dialect, while
most other Jews spoke various dialects of Judeo-Persian, which was written in the
Hebrew alphabet and contained many Hebrew words. Large scale emigration to
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The Iranian government’s aim was to place second in the overall
medal count, after Japan. This made the People’s Republic of China, which
ironically had been admitted to the Games thanks to Iranian brokerage,”
the country to beat. To enhance its chances, Iranian officials persuaded the
organizers (allegedly by dispensing liberal amounts of caviar and rugs) to
give a medal to each one of a team’s players in team sports: thus a victory
against Israel would net Iran enough medals to place second. In the game
only Israel scored, but it was an own goal, and so Iran won 1 to 0. Of course,
rumors immediately circulated that the Israelis had lost intentionally.” At the
same games, Israel netted gold medals in basketball, for which the Israeli
national anthem was heard for the first time in public in Iran, prompting a
few diehard opponents of the Jewish state to trample the Israeli flag in the
sports hall.”

Conclusion

A nation is not a natural and objectively defined subgroup of
humanity, but a social construct, an “imagined community.”” Different
people seize on different dimensions of a population to define the nation:
language, history, religion, territory, and race all play a role in inducing
people to think of their section of humanity as a “nation” apart from others.
Under the Pahlavi monarchy, the concept of “nation” that the state tried to
imprint on the citizenry’s imagination sharply reduced the relevance of Islam
to Iranians’ national self-understanding. This secularism, while artificial from
the point of view of many Muslims, not only benefited religious minorities
but also gave them the option of feeling part of the Iranian nation.

Culturally, Iranian Jews have always been well integrated into Iranian
society, sharing a common culture with the majority population. Examples
abound: Judeo-Persian poetry partook of the Persian epic tradition, as
Biblical themes were treated in the manner of the Shah-nameh;” the Iranian
custom of spending the thirteenth day after the New Year in the countryside

Yaddashtha-ye ‘Alam, vol. 3, 20.
71 Ibid. 28, 281, and 297

72 Among Jewish Iranians this goal (in Persian: go/) gave rise to the boutade
that France had been saved by do gol (a pun on ‘two goals’ and de Gaulle) while
Iran’s Jews had been saved by yek gol (one goal).

73 Lotfollah Hay, personal interview, 6 February 1999, Los Angeles. As the
representative of Iran’s Jews in parliament, Hay acted as host of the visiting Israelis.
74 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983).

75 Vera Moreen, “The ‘Iranization’ of Biblical Heroes in Judeo-Persian Epics:
Shahin’s Ardashir-namah and ‘Ezra-namah,” Iranian Studies 29:3-4 (1996): 321-
338.
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Israel soccer game, ostensibly borne out of hostility to Israel and Zionism,
ended up weakening the non-Zionist position of those Jews who desired
social integration in Iran.

The 1968 victory made soccer a true mass phenomenon in Iran. Two
popular singers, Vigen and Delkash, recorded songs to the glory of Iran’s
team. Players became frequent guests on radio shows and their photos were
traded on street corners. More and more youngsters began playing informal
games with cheap plastic balls, giving rise to yet another rumor, namely
that this phenomenon benefited sales of Habib Elghanian’s Plasco factory,
producer of the plastic balls. A decade later, an octogenarian Habib Elghanian
was executed by the revolutionaries in early 1979, the appeals for clemency
by Jewish intellectuals who had participated in the revolution having come
to naught.%® His prosecutors did not mention the football episode, and built
their case on his general contacts with Israel. But when the father and son
who owned Tehran’s Sinai Hotel were executed, it was widely believed by
Iranian Jews that this was in retaliation for having hosted the Israeli football
team.®

In 1974, the Asian Games took place in Tehran. Only one year after
the quadrupling of oil prices had made Iran rich, the Shah’s regime wanted
to use the hosting of the Asian Games to enhance the country’s international
profile. If successful, the event might presage Olympic Games, the hosting
of which in 1964 had consecrated Japan’s membership in the rich countries’
club. The year after the October War, Iran and Israel again faced each other in
Tehran, this time as finalists in the Asian Games. Israel had joined the Asian
Games Federation, which organized these Asian “Olympics” in 1952, two
years after the first Asian Games had been held. Coming in the wake of the
1973 October War, the 1974 games had sharp political overtones. Sensing
that their participation might be fraught with difficulties, the Israelis sent
the biggest team ever, 61 athletes, to Tehran. It went back with nineteen
medals, these victories having been facilitated by the fact that athletes from
the People’s Republic of China, North Korea, Kuwait, and Pakistan refused
to play against the Israelis.”

and reached a peak of 2000 in 1969, before declining again to 1576 in 1970; 1400 in
1971; 900 in 1972; and 725 in 1973. Amnon Netzer, Tarikh-e yahud dar ‘asr-e jadid
(Jerusalem: Author, 1998), 351.

68 Ahmad Alibabai, personal interview, 21 June 1982, Cologne.

69 Janet Afary, personal communication.

70 Uriel Simri, “Sport and Physical Education in the State of Israel,” Horst
Ueberhorst, ed., Geschichte der Leibestibungen, volume 6 (Berlin: B & W Bartels
& Wernitz Verlag, 1989), 572-573. In the spring of 1973, the Egyptian ambassador
to Tehran had tried in vain to dissuade Iran from inviting an Israeli team, but the
Iranian government had pointed out that the various teams would come to Iran at the
invitation of the Asian Sports Federation, not the Iranian government. ‘Alikhani, ed.,
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swastikas were released into the air.** Some threatened to kill the umpire on
the spot if he showed any favors to the visitors; many spectators had come
with knives to “defend” themselves against the rumored Jewish supporters.
It appears that in the game secular Jews tried to support both sides and treat
it as a friendly encounter, while the poorer, and more religious, Jews of
Tehran’s South End supported the Israelis on religious grounds. This split
mirrored that among Muslim Iranians, among whom observant people were
more likely to root for the Iranian side on religious grounds, while secular
Iranians cheered for their team for more nationalistic reasons.

In the end, the hosts beat the guests 2 to 1, and as Iran became Asian
football champion, the joy was great in the stadium. Nog!/ (sugar-covered
almonds traditionally served on happy occasions) was thrown onto the
field, and spectators remained on the grounds of the stadium for two hours
chanting patriotic slogans, as police cavalry nervously guarded the nearby
U.S. embassy. A few Jews were beaten up when the game was over, and
small bands of thugs went on a rampage later that evening, damaging a
Jewish hospital. A number of donkeys were paraded through the streets of
Tehran with eye-patches a /a Moshe Dayan.* The victory led to rumors that
the government had bribed the referee to let Iran win, or alternatively that
the Israelis had lost on purpose, so that their ally, the Shah, might bask in the
glory of having accomplished what the Arabs had failed to do: beat Israel.®
From the point of view of many Iranian spectators, however, the match had
not been a contest between nations but a contest between religious groups,®
dragging Iranian Jews into the whole affair. The ugly events surrounding
the 1968 game led hundreds of Jewish families to leave Iran for the United
States and Israel.” The anti-Semitism displayed on the occasion of the Iran-

Anthropology 8:3 (Summer 1985).

63 Parviz Ghelichkhani, in a radio interview recorded in Los Angeles. In this
interview, he confirms that the rumors about Elghanian were baseless. Ghelichkhani
was a member of [ran’s team, and shot the winning goal.

64 Peter Chelkowski, personal communication, 25 September 1998, New
York City.
65 This conforms to a widespread pattern of football matches experienced by

the spectators as substitutes for war. See Simon Kuper, Football Against the Enemy
(London: Orion, 1995), especially the “Introduction,” which relates Dutch reactions
to the 1988 victory of the Netherlands’ team against the German team, a victory that
was celebrated by otherwise quite sober and reasonable people as a “revenge” for the
German occupation of the Netherlands more than four decades earlier.

66 This is confirmed by the fact that when bazaar merchants collected
money to buy gifts for the Iranian players after the game, they refused to accept the
contribution of Jewish merchants, ostensibly on religious grounds. Thaiss, “Religious
Symbolism,” 227.

67 Emigration to Israel went up from 415 individuals in 1967 to 1200 in 1968,
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when they chanted their support for it in Israel’s first match against Hong
Kong, they were pelted with bottles. Israel’s team met with the hostility of
many spectators in all its remaining matches.

When both Iran and Israel qualified for the finals,” both Jews and
Muslims saw this game as a sequel to the Arab-Israeli war of 1967. In
Tehran tension rose. On May 19 (29 Ordibehesht), the day of the game, it
was rumored — incorrectly — that Habib Elghanian, a rich Jewish industrialist
who was unpopular with Islamic activists,* had bought 15,000 tickets (the
stadium held under 30,000) to distribute to Jewish Iranians so that they could
cheer for the visitors. Few Jews attended the game, however, preferring to
watch it on television after the untoward turn of events at the Isracl/Hong
Kong game. Tickets fetched very high prices on the black market, and a
number of spectators took the stadium by storm, which generated a new
rumor according to which the gates of Amjadieh Stadium had been opened
and the public been let in free of charge so that the Shah might prove his
pro-Islamic and pro-Iranian sentiment by making sure that Muslim Iranians
cheered for the Iranian team.®' During the game, many spectators were
delirious; anti-Semitic and anti-Israeli ditties were heard;*? and balloons with

59 Iran had beaten Hong Kong, Burma, and the Republic of China, while
Israel had been beaten by Burma. For this reason, a draw would have been enough
for Iran to become the new champion.

60 In a sermon in 1962, the reputedly liberal S. Mahmud Taleqani had
virulently objected to Elghanian’s building a skyscraper in Tehran (the Plasco
building), pointing out that according to the regulations pertaining to the dhimmis,
the houses of non-Muslims were not to be higher than the houses of Muslims. “Jahad
va shahadat,” Gofiar-e ‘Ashura (Tehran: Sherkat-e Enteshar, 1981), 133. But for
the sake of fairness, it needs to be pointed out that by 1978 Taleqani had befriended
many Jews and advised the Jewish community on how to weather the storm of
the revolution. Kamran Berukhim, personal communication, 7 February 1999,
Los Angeles. For an example of his helping a Jewish family in Yazd, see Judith
Lynne Goldstein, “The Paradigm of Protection: Minority ‘Big Men’ in Iran,” Social
Analysis, 9 (1981): 100.

61 Gustav Edward Thaiss, “Religious Symbolism and Social Change: The
Drama of Husain” (Ph.D. diss., Washington University, 1973), 226-227. The story
was confirmed to me by informants in Iran.

62 When Iran’s second goal was scored, some spectators reportedly chanted:
“Goal number two is in the net — a score! Moshe Dayan’s poor ass is ripped and
sore.” (Verse translation by Marie Deer). It should, however, be noted that metaphors
of male rape pervade spectators’ discursive behavior elsewhere too. See Marcelo
Mario Suarez-Orozco, “A Study of Argentine Soccer: The Dynamics of its Fans and
Their Folklore,” The Journal of Psychoanalytic Anthropology 5:1 (Winter 1982);
and Alan Dundees, “The American Game of ‘Smear the Queer’ and the Homosexual
Component of Male Competitive Sport and Warfare,” The Journal of Psychoanalytic
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Israel an ally of the Shah, who was (rightly) rumored to supply Israel with
cheap oil.*® Jewish Iranians, by contrast, gained in self-confidence after the
quick defeat of Israel’s enemies, and could not understand why their fellow
Iranians supported leaders such as Nasser who called the Persian Gulf the
Arabian Gulf and supported the separation of Khuzistan from Iran: for [ranian
Jews, support for Israel and Iranian patriotism were not incompatible, as the
national interests of Iran and Israel converged.®’

But the Arab defeat of 1967 led to an increase in anti-Jewish feelings
among traditional Iranian Muslims, and sermons and speeches in mosques
contained veiled threats against Jews. This in turn weakened young Jews’
commitment to Iranian nationalism, for if Muslim Iranians put their religion
above their nationality by supporting the Arabs, how could Jewish Iranians
be expected to do the reverse? It was amidst this soul-searching that news
arrived that Israel’s national soccer team would play in Iran to compete in the
1968 Asian Nations’ Cup — a quadrennial event that takes place in between
the world championships and is older than the European Nations Cup. At
a time when Arab sports teams were boycotting Israel, Iran — ever eager to
espouse an independent line on the Arab-Israeli issue®® — hosted a team from
Israel.

In the weeks leading up to the games, Tehran was rife with tension.
Rumors spread that the Jews were supporting the Israelis, and there were
calls to attack Jewish property and loot Jewish stores if the Israelis won,
especially in the areas surrounding the mahalleh where poor Muslims lived
in so-called caravanserais. Most Jews in Iran did indeed root for Israel, but

Israeli aggression against its Arab neighbors. Al-e Ahmad wrote an article in the
form of an anonymous “letter from Paris,” in which he took Israel to task. It was
published in the newspaper Donya-ye jadid, but the editor was forced by SAVAK to
collect all copies of the issue after it went on sale. See Reza Baraheni, Safar-e Mesr
va Jalal Al-e Ahmad va Falestin (Tehran: Nashr-e Avval, 1984), 153-223

56 In 1959, the National Iranian Oil Company and a number of Israeli
companies jointly founded a company called ‘Transasiatic’ that laid a pipeline from
Eilat to arefinery in Haifa. In 1968, another pipeline was built from Eilat to Ashkelon
to transport raw oil. ‘Alinaqi ‘Alikhani, ed., Yaddashtha-ye ‘Alam, vol. 1, (N.p.: New
World Ltd., 1992), 399 n31.

57 Unless otherwise indicated, information for this section comes from a
CIJOH interview with a Muslim Iranian who prefers to remain anonymous, and who
was intimately involved with the events narrated. The Jewish side of the story is
provided by the interviewer, Mr. Faryar Nikbakht, who conducted the interview on
17 August 1998, in Los Angeles.

58 Relations were actually quite close. See M.G. Weinbaum, “Iran and
Israel: The Discreet Entente,” Orbis 18:4 (Winter 1975); and Sohrab Sobhani, The
Pragmatic Entente: Israeli-Iranian Relations, 1948-1988 (New York: Praeger,
1989).

16



H.E. Chehabi

is exemplified by the runner Jeanette Kohan-Sedq, who was a national
champion and record holder for a number of times in the early and mid-
1960s.5' A graduate of the Anushiravan High School, she received a lisans
[BA] in Physical Education from Tehran University. Her greatest moment of
glory came when, at a track and field meet in late October 1965, she broke the
Iranian 100 meter and 60 meter hurdle records. The 35,000 mostly Muslim
spectators chanted her name, and the influential sports weekly Keihan-e
Varzeshi declared her athlete of the year. That same year, she competed in
the Maccabi Games in Israel.*? In June 1972, her untimely death at the age
of 26 in a car crash that also took the life of the captain of Iran’s national
women’s basketball team, Simin Shafi‘i, shook the entire nation.> After her
death, both Tehran University and the Iranian Track and Field Federation
instituted yearly cups named after her, and for the first race that was held in
her discipline, lane 2, in which she had last started, was strewn with flowers.
Jeanette Kohan-Sedq was loved not only because she was a champion but
also because she was a role model as a human being and teacher.*

The year 1965, in which Kohan-Sedq became Iranian champion
and was acclaimed by Jews and non-Jews alike, must be seen, with the
benefit of hindsight, as the apogee of Iranian Jewry’s identification with Iran.
Young people did not remember the humiliations of the mahalleh; they had
gone to the same schools and universities as the Muslim majority; and they
had internalized the state’s slogan Khoda, Shah, Mihan [God, King, and
Homeland] which, having no communal connotation, was religiously neutral
and therefore inclusive of Iran’s religious minorities. The Arab-Israeli war of
1967 changed that.

The Iran/Israel Soccer Games

Israel’s defeat of its Arab neighbors in the Six Day War outraged
Muslim Iranians,” who identified strongly with the Arab cause, as they saw

51 For a brief history of women’s sports in Iran, see H.E. Chehabi, “Women’s
Sports in Iran,” The International Encyclopedia of Women and Sport (New York:
Macmillan, 1999).

52 Soleiman Binafard, telephone interview, 17 May 2001. He won the
Iranian team’s only medal at the Games, a silver medal.

53 See Donya-ye varzesh, no. 89, 6 Khordad 1351, 12-13 for moving
obituaries for both Jeanette Kohan-Sedq and Simin Shafi‘i

54 Sima Baravarian, personal communication, 7 February 1999, Los Angeles.
55 While religious Iranian Muslims had always identified with the Palestinian

cause, some secular intellectuals had felt a certain sympathy for socialist and anti-
Arab Israel — until the 1967 war. The change of heart that the war brought about is
exemplified by Jalal Al-e Ahmad, who had spent some time as a guest of the Israeli
government in 1963, but changed his mind after the 1967 war; a war he saw as an
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Janet Kohan-Sedq, Iranian Track & Field Record Holder

come in touch with the Muslim athlete’s body,” but also because for
some more fanatical wrestlers losing to a Jew was a dishonor. However, a
number of better educated and left-leaning Muslim wrestlers had formed
the Ettehadieh-ye koshtigiran [Wrestler’s Association]|, and one of this
association’s functions was to counter unruly elements that might discourage
athletes like Binafard. ¥

The role that modern sports can play as a vehicle of social integration

49 Personal communication from a Muslim bdstanikar.
50 Soleiman Binafard, telephone interview, 17 May 2001.
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students and shout the Nazi salute. One Jewish sports club, Baradaran,
organized a troop to protect the pupils and was able to put an end to the thugs’
intimidation campaigns by using some of the instruments of its zurkhaneh.*’
Most secular right-wing parties were supportive of the Shah in his power
struggle with Mosaddeq in 1953. But after his return to power, they became
an embarrassment to his pro-Western regime and withered away. In an open
society, all sorts of opinions circulate — even nasty ones — while under an
authoritarian regime all sorts of opinions are repressed — including nasty
ones. From 1953 to 1979, anti-Semitism was repressed in the Iranian media.
The official concept of Iranian nationhood came to include Jews, and Jewish
communal life flourished more than ever before in recent Iranian history.
Jewish sports benefited from this atmosphere.

When modern sports were introduced into Iran in the early decades
of the twentieth century, traditionalists (both Muslims and Jews) objected
to them. For Muslims, playing the games of the infidels was unworthy of
them; sportswear was indecent; and calisthenics was likened to dancing.
For this reason the pioneers and practitioners of modern sports came mostly
from the more secular strata of society, which in turn favored integration
between Muslims and non-Muslims. For example, the man who introduced
Greco-Roman wrestling to Iran, André Govalovich, was an Assyrian born
in Salmas who had been brought up in the Soviet Union. Also, at the Niru
va Rasti Club, the first modern Iranian sports club founded in 1943, men
of all religions exercised together, including Jews.*® The one modern sports
discipline whose practitioners overwhelmingly came from the zurkhaneh
milieu was freestyle wrestling, which resembles the wrestling style (now
called koshti-ye pahlavani) that was practiced in the houses of strength until
the 1940s. A number of Jews excelled at freestyle wrestling, most notably
Soleiman Binafard, who was briefly a member of the national team in the
mid-1950s. He occasionally faced prejudice — ostensibly because during the
close body contact typical of the sport their “impure” [najess] sweat would

47 Kamran, “Tarikhcheh,” 137. Jewish athletes performed a similar role in
post-World War I Vienna. See John Bunzl, ed., Hoppauf Hakoah: Jiidischer Sport in
Osterreich. Von den Anfiingen bis in die Gegenwart (Vienna: Junius, 1987), 86.

48 Monir Jazani, personal interview, 11 June 1998, Chestnut Hill, Mass. Mrs.
Jazani was the director and owner of the club
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built Amjadieh Sports Complex.

The late 1930s and early 1940s saw the introduction into Iran of
modern, European anti-Semitism.** In so far as they had been looked down
upon in pre-modern society, Jews had suffered qua non-Muslims — i.e.,
together with other minorities such as Christians, Zoroastrians, and later
Baha’is.* But the new anti-Jewish sentiment was an import from Europe,
especially Nazi Germany, and spared other minorities since it was “racially”
motivated.* It was secular, went hand in hand with anti-Arabism on the
grounds that Arabs are “Semites” t00,* and exalted Zoroastrianism as the
religion of “true” Iranians. Reza Shah’s reign, which had begun auspiciously
for all religious minorities, ended in an atmosphere of fear and anxiety for
the Jews of Iran. But in August 1941, the Allied occupation of Iran and — a
few months later — the German defeat at Stalingrad provided relief.

After 1941, Jewish communal life developed once again in Iran,
and Jews founded or revived a number of sports clubs. Of these, the
Kurosh (Cyrus) Club became the most durable and successful: its soccer
team once made it to be vice-champion of Iran. “Muscular Judaism” had
a very immediate raison d’étre in these years: in the 1940s, extreme right-
wing parties modeled on European fascism were active in Iranian politics;*
and the adherents of these parties would at times mob Jewish high-school

42 Iran somewhat lagged behind the rest of the Middle East, where modern
European anti-Semitism appeared in the late nineteenth century. See Bernard Lewis,
The Jews of Islam (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), chapter 4

43 This point is missed in some discussions of the place of Jews in traditional
Iranian society, such as David Littman, “Les juifs en Perse avant les Pahlevi,” Les
Temps Modernes 34 (1979). For a corrective, see V.B. Moreen, “The Status of
Religious Minorities in Safavid Iran,” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 40 (1981),
which shows that in periods of intolerance, repression and discrimination affected
Christians and Zoroastrians as well.

44 In fact, the chief propagandist of anti-Semitism and Aryan brotherhood
between Germans and Iranians on German radio programs broadcast in Persian to
Iran was Bahram Shahrokh, himself a Zoroastrian. See Zhaleh Pirnazar, “Jang-e
beyn al-melal-e dovvom va jame‘eh-ye yahudian-e Irani,” Sarshar and Adhami, eds.,
Teru‘a.

45 This was an idea that was shared by such diverse intellectuals as the much
earlier Mirza Aqa Khan-e Kermani and the writer Sadeq Hedayat, who had no
connection to far right circles. See Zhaleh Pirnazar, “Chehreh-ye yahud dar asar-e
seh nevisandeh-ye motejadded-e irani,” Iran-Nameh 13:4 (Autumn 1995): 483-502.
46 The most extreme of these was the SUMKA party, whose name is the
Persian acronym for hezb-e sosialist va melli-ye kargaran-e Iran, a calque of the
German Nationalsozialistische deutsche Arbeiterpartei, or NSDAP. Less explicitly
fascist were the various groups identified with pan-Iranism. All these groups were
secular in outlook.
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in these schools, and then learned to practice modern sports along with other
Iranians when modern clubs were established and the nation’s educational
authorities made physical education a compulsory subject in both private and
public schools.

After the accession to power of Reza Khan — later Reza Shah
Pahlavi — a number of Jewish sports clubs were founded in the mid-1920s,
but their activities were more often than not ephemeral. The earliest one
seems to have been a club by the name of Kurosh. Established in 1924, it
had about 200 members, and offered facilities for wrestling, weight-lifting,
and cycling. Officials from the Maccabi World Union tried in vain to get this
club to affiliate with it.**

In the 1920s and 1930s, soccer was the favorite discipline of the
Iranian state, as the educational authorities believed that as a team sport it
fostered a spirit of cooperation among Iranians. The Pahlavi dynasty was
intimately involved with these efforts: in 1921 Reza Khan had accepted
the presidency of the Association for the Propagation and Development
of Football, and after his return from Switzerland in 1936 the then Crown
Prince, Mohammad-Reza Pahlavi, captained the varsity team of the Officers’
Academy.®

In the 1930s, the Jewish boys of the mahalleh also liked to play
soccer.”’ Since they could not afford a ball, they tied some rags together into
a spherical shape and played with it in the narrow alleys of the neighborhood.
Later, Morteza Sanchi had parts of the Jewish Beheshtieh cemetery turned
into a soccer field and donated two balls for the youngsters to play with. They
established the Kurosh team. Soon, the field near the cemetery no longer met
the needs of the growing number of Jewish soccer players, and so Sanehi
negotiated with Dr. Samuel Jordan, the director of the American College
of which he was a graduate, for the Kurosh team to use one of the college’s
fields once a week.*’ On the way from the mahalleh to the college, the
Jewish athletes had to brave the taunts of gangs of gentile compatriots, and
even on the grounds fights would sometimes break out between Jews and
Muslims. After one particularly violent incident, Jordan forbade the Jews
to return, whereupon they negotiated with the recently established National
Association for Physical Education to use one of the fields of the recently

Committee to Honor the Alliance Israélite Universelle, 1996), 181,255,303, and 311
for team photos.
38 Rajunov, Los Judios, 35

39 For details see Hushang E. Shehabi [H.E. Chehabi], “Moruri bar tarikh-e
ejtema‘i va siasi-ye futbal dar Iran,” Iran Nameh 17 (1378/1999): 89-113.

40 The following story is based on Jahangir Banayan, “Qahremanan-e
faramush shodeh,” Shofar 19, no. 217 (March 1999): 32-33, 85.
41 For Jordan, soccer was an important educational tool. See Samuel M.

Jordan, “Constructive Revolutions in Iran,” The Moslem World 25 (1935): 350-351.
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“Muscular Christianity’*?) as part of the national reawakening of Jews.*> A
break with traditional Judaism’s indifference to physical education was part
of “Muscular Judaism.” In response to Nordau’s ideas, Jewish clubs from
around the world formed the Maccabbi World Union in 1921 at a meeting in
Brno, Czechoslovakia, and the new organization began holding quadrennial
games patterned after the Olympic Games in 1938.* This is not to suggest
that Jews only exercised in all-Jewish clubs. On the contrary, for many non-
Zionist Jews, non-sectarian sports clubs were a means of attaining social
integration, and a certain tension existed between the two currents in the
interwar years in Europe and Latin America.

Modern European sports first reached Iran through European and
American missionary schools, which included physical education in their
curricula. Many Protestant missionary schools admitted Jews in such cities
as Hamadan and Isfahan in the hope of converting them to Christianity.
To improve Iranian Jewry’s education without exposing them to Christian
(and Baha’i) proselytizing, the Alliance Israélite Universelle established
a network of schools between 1898 and 1930 in Iran.* Traditional Jewish
education did not encourage physical education,® but in the new schools
physical education was part of the curriculum and school teams were set up
in various disciplines.’” Jewish Iranians were first exposed to Western sports

32 See Donald E. Hall, ed. Muscular Christianity: Embodying the Victorian
Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994).

33 Hajo Bemett, Der jiidische Sport im nationalsozialistischen Deutschland
1933-1938 (Schorndorf: Verlag Karl Hofmann, 1978), 38-40.

34 For a history of the games see George Eisen, “The Maccabiah Games: A
History of the Jewish Olympics,” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Maryland, 1979).
It is ironic that the games inspired by Olympic ideals and symbolism should be
named after the leader who abolished Greek athletics in Palestine: to name the event
after Jason would have been a far more logical. The choice of Judas Maccabaeus
points to the political overtones of the movement, which was concerned at least as
much with the reawakening of a Jewish sense of nationhood as it was concerned with
physical fitness among Jews. Another irony is that at the games athletes compete as
members of “national” teams.

35 See Homa Nateq, “Tarikhche-ye alians-e esra‘ili dar Iran,” in Sarshar and
Sarshar, eds., Yahudian-e irani dar tarikh-e mo ‘aser, volume 2; and Avraham Cohen,
“Iranian Jewry and the Educational Endeavors of the Alliance Israé¢lite Universelle,”
Jewish Social Studies 48 (1986): 15-44

36 On traditional Jewish education in Iran see Amnon Netzer, “Jewish
Education in Iran,” Harold S. Himmelfarb and Sergio DellaPergola, eds., Jewish
Education Worldwide: Cross-Cultural Perspectives (Lanham: University Press of
America, 1989), 447-450.

37 See Hommage aux fondateurs de I’Alliance Israélite Universelle: On the
Occasion of the 100th Anniversary of the Founding of Alliance in Iran (New York:
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Outside the capital, a Jewish house of strength existed for a few
years after World War II in the city of Shiraz,?” and the tradition was carried
to Israel as well. According to Shaban Jafari, who claims never to have been
a bigot [khoshk-e mogaddas], before the revolution a group of athletes came
from Israel to ask for his help in setting up a house of strength in that country.
They made a sketch of his club in order to reproduce it in Israel. He taught
the members of the delegation the basic exercises, and made them a gift of
the necessary equipment and gave moral support.”® When he fled Iran during
the revolution, he first went to Israel, where he was taken care of by the
Israeli bastanikaran, whose club he visited.?

The zurkhaneh was to be part of an Iranian community center,
but because of financial difficulties it was not until 1986 that Beit Koresh /
Khaneh-ye Kurosh (House of Cyrus) opened in Holon, a town south of Tel
Aviv with a rather large Iranian community. Its basement housed a zurkhaneh
which, at the height of its activity, from 1988 to 1992, had over ten athletes
exercising in it. The trainer was Hertzel Golshani, who had been a successful
wrestler in Iran before the revolution, and the group even performed at an
evening of ethnic programs in Tel Aviv.*

Jews and Modern Sports in Iran

The modern-day sports movement among Jews was founded in the
1890s in Europe, with the first all-Jewish gymnastics clubs being set up in
Constantinople (1895), Berlin (1898), and Vienna (1899). At the Second
World Zionist Congress in Basel, Switzerland, one of Zionism’s founding
fathers, Max Nordau (1849-1923) — who was much concerned with what he
termed “degeneration’' and who wanted to rescue Jews from meekness and
assimilation by giving them back their sense of self-worth — called for the
development of a “Muscular Judaism” (a clear adaptation of the then current

27 It was located in the Jewish Ge‘ola School on Lotf-Ali Khan-e Zand
Avenue, and had been founded in the 1940s by a man named Khani ‘Arab. Personal
communication, 7 February 1999, Los Angeles, by a member of the club. A Jewish
zurkhaneh is mentioned in ‘Abbasi, Tarikh-e koshti-ye Iran, vol. 2, 151.

28 Confirmed by Sasson Simantov, director of the House of Cyrus, in an
interview with Sorour Soroudi, 16 October 1999.

29 Personal interview, 2 June 1997, Santa Monica, California.

30 Sasson Simantov, interview with Sorour Soroudi, 16 October 1999.

31 In 1892, before he became a Zionist, he published a monumental attack

on the decadent culture of the European fin-de-siecle which he called Entartung.
For an English translation of the German original see Max Nordau, Degeneration,
Introduction by George L. Mosse (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1993).
Ironically, the word Entartung became a favorite word of the Nazis.
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Jewish athletes became acquainted with the traditional exercises and their
paraphernalia through athletes [pahlavanan] who sometimes performed
outdoors for the entertainment of passers-by [ma ‘rekeh-giri].

Be this as it may, in Tehran a group of six non-Muslims (four Jews,*
an Armenian, and an Assyrian) exercised at the zurkhaneh-ye Khosrow
pahlavan (a.k.a. Khosrow kar [deaf Khosrow]) on Shah Avenue, across the
street from the Jewish Hammam [bath] of Masud Haroonian.”* The owner
liked having them, for they paid five rials when they visited, while the normal
fee was one rial. When the French director of the Ettehad School (one of the
schools established by the Alliance Israélite Universelle) on Jaleh Avenue
heard about this, he invited these and other Jewish athletes to establish their
own zurkhaneh in the basement of the school’s dining hall,** which they did
under the leadership of Heshmatollah Kermanshahchi in 1947: it became the
Barddaran |Brethren] Club.

A second Jewish zurkhaneh was established as part of the Ordon
(Jordan) sports club in a garden leased from Ebrahim Hakimi (Hakim al-
Molk), but it had no gowd. Its morshed was Soleiman Elisha, a graduate of
the Ettehad School who knew about 5,000 verse of the Shah-nameh by heart.
A number of Muslims also exercised at this club, which offered facilities
for modern disciplines like soccer as well.>* Over 50 young men frequented
each of these clubs — which met in the afternoon after classes ended — and
sometimes competed against each other. The first club closed down after
only a few years, when the athletes got married and were absorbed by their
professional lives. The second, however, was still operating in the mid-1950s,
when one of its golrizan events (ceremonies in the course of which wealthy
patrons donate money to finance the club’s activities) was attended by the
then finance minister, Ali Amini. The performance of golrizan ceremonies
points to a most noteworthy aspect of Jewish zurkhaneh life, namely that
the rituals of the Muslim clubs were adopted with only minimal changes.
The Shah-nameh was still recited by the morshed. Only the customary salvo
of benediction [salavat] was rendered in Hebrew instead of Arabic (Shema
Israel adonai elohenu adonai ekhad and Adonai hu ha‘elohim, in lieu of
Allahomma salle ‘ala Mohammad va al-e Mohammad), and where Imam
Ali b. Abi-Taleb was praised in the original ritual, the name of Moses was
substituted for his.?

22 Nemat Purbaba, Ebrahim Rowghani, Ataollah Yusefian, and Mansur
Mashian, who told me the story on 6 February 1999, in Los Angeles.

23 There is an old association between the zurkhaneh and public baths, as the
two were built by the same masons using the same techniques.

24 Mansur Mashian, personal interview, 6 February 1999, Los Angeles.
25 Soleiman Elisha, personal interview, 6 February 1999, Los Angeles.

26 Dr. Heshmatollah Kermanshahchi, personal communication, 7 February
1999, Los Angeles.
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In light of the strongly Islamic character of the zurkhaneh, it is of
great interest that non-Muslim Iranians have partaken of this tradition. Yazd
had a Zoroastrian house of strength a few decades ago,'” but that might be
explained by the natural affinity Zoroastrians have for a Persian ethos in
which Rostam figures so prominently. The existence of specifically Jewish
zurkhanehs, therefore, is more puzzling.'® Given the segregation that was
practiced by Iran’s Muslim athletes, the question arises as to where the
Jewish bastanikaran [practitioners of ‘ancient’ sports] had learnt their skills
in the first place.

According to Shaban Jafari, who headed Iran’s official traditional
athletics establishment before the revolution of 1979,' Jews did exercise in
some Muslim zurkhanehs on the basis of what seems to have been a “don’t
ask, don’t tell” arrangement: they did not proclaim their Jewishness, and they
were not asked about their religion. One paid to exercise in these clubs, and
since the club-owners wanted to maximize their revenues, they did not refuse
entry to anybody who was willing to pay. According to Jafari, the house of
strength most visited by Jews was the zurkhaneh-ye hammam-e khanom, in
the Udlajan quarter of Tehran, close to the Jewish quarter.® Such a relatively
open attitude among some Muslim athletes is not astonishing, as many of
them were /utis, a segment of the male population not exactly known for its
strict observance of religious prohibitions.?' But given the general atmosphere
of religious observance that pervaded the zurkhanehs, non-Muslim
participation in them was definitely the exception. Another possibility is that

the “impurity” of non-Muslims Iranians has closer affinities with the status of the
“untouchables” of Hinduism than with their status as dhimmis.

17 Mehdi ‘Abbasi, Tarikh-e koshti-ye Iran (Tehran: Ferdows, 1995), vol. 2,
348.

18 Unless otherwise indicated, information on the Jewish houses of strength
is taken from Shamuel Kamran, “Tarikhcheh-ye sazemanha-ye yahudian-e irani,
13 sazemanha-ye varzeshi,” Homa Sarshar and Debbie Adhami, eds., Teru‘a:
Yahudian-e irani dar tarikh-e mo ‘aser, volume 1 (Beverly Hills: Center for Iranian
Jewish Oral History, 1996), 137-138; and Mansur Mashian, “Khaterat-e varzeshi,”
in Homa Sarshar and Houman Sarshar, eds., Yahudian-e irani dar tarikh-e mo ‘aser,
volume 2 (Beverly Hills: Center for Iranian Jewish Oral History, 1997), 289-290.
19 He had led the mob that overthrew Prime Minister Mossadeq in 1953,
for which reason many practitioners of zurkhaneh sports do not like him or do not
consider him a worthy representative of their ethos.

20 Personal interview, 2 June 1997, Santa Monica, Calif.

21 On lutis, see W. M. Floor, “The Lutis — A Social Phenomenon in Qajar
Persia,” Die Welt des Islams 13 (1971); and Willem M. Floor, “The Political Role of
the Lutis in Iran,” Michael E. Bonine and Nikki R. Keddie, eds., Modern Iran: The
Dialectics of Continuity and Change (Albany: State University of New York Press,
1981). The world of musicians, too, was one in which Jutis and Jews mixed freely.

7



H.E. Chehabi

“house of strength,” in Persian zurkhaneh, in which athletes exercised in
a pit [gowd] as a man termed morshed played the drum and recited poetry,
including (but not limited to) selections from the Shah-nameh [Book of
Kings], Iran’s national epic.!! Conventional wisdom sees in these gymnasia,
which probably date back to the period of social upheavals following the
Mongol invasions of Iran, a quintessentially Persian and Shiite institution.'
While its origins may indeed have been Persian and Shiite, such is the
attraction of Persian/Shiite culture on the Iranian plateau and its borderlands
that houses of strength were adopted by other ethnic and religious groups as
well. Azerbaijan and the Caucasus have had zurkhanehs;" in the eighteenth
century, the institution spread to the Kurdish Sunni areas of Iran;'* and in the
nineteenth century, Iranian traders and pilgrims introduced it to the Arabs of
Iraq.'> But Persians, Turks, Kurds, and Arabs are all Muslims, and Islamic
symbolism pervades the communal life of the houses of strength, adherents
of which consider Imam Ali to be their patron. During the religiously
significant months of Ramadan, Muharram, and Safar, extra chants and
rituals are performed; only Muslims are allowed to enter the gymnasia; and
only Muslims who have performed their ritual ablution [ghos/] are allowed
to descend into the gowd where the exercises take place. This is in line with
the general segregation that separated Muslim and non-Muslim in other
areas of public life, since according to the most strict interpretation of Shiite
sharig non-Muslims are impure and have to keep a distance from Muslims.'¢

11 For a short introduction to this institution see Mehrdad Amanat,
“Zurkhaneh,” The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World, vol. 4 (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1995).

12 Sadreddin Elahi, “Negahi digar beh sonnati kohan: zurkhaneh,” lranshenasi
6 (Winter 1994).

13 Mohandes Ahmad Mutab, 4 ‘in-e fotovvat va javanmardi va pahlavanan-e
azarbaijan (Tabriz: Ravanpuya, 1998). I am grateful to Sunil Sharma for pointing
this book out to me.

14 ‘Abbas Kamandi, Varzesh va sargozasht-e varzesh-e bastani-ye Kordestan
(Sanandaj: n.p., 1984); and Borhan Ayazi, 4 ‘inech-ye Sanandaj (Sanandaj: by the
author, 1992), 815-880.

15 Jamil al-Ta‘i, Al-Zurkhanat al-Baghdadiyya (Baghdad: Al-Nahda
al-‘ Arabiyya Bookstore, 1986).
16 According to Sorour Soroudi the origin of the “impurity” [nejdsat] of non-

Muslims in Iran lies in pre-Islamic times when the dominant Zoroastrians considered
non-Zoroastrians impure. See her article “The Concept of Jewish Impurity and its
Reflection in Persian and Judeo-Persian Traditions,” in Shaul Shaked and Amnon
Netzer, eds., Irano-Judaica 111 (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 1994). For a study of
ritual purity in Zoroastrianism, see Jamsheed K. Choksy, Purity and Pollution in
Zoroastrianism. Triumph over Evil (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1989). If
the pre-Islamic origin of the ascription of nejasat to non-Muslims in Iran be true,
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practice from scripture. In classical times, Hellenized Jews participated in
Greek games, and the first Greek-style Jewish gymnasium was founded in
Jerusalem in 174 BC under the Hellenizing high priest Jason, during the
rule of the Greek Seleucids. But most Jews considered the Greek custom of
exercising in the nude offensive, especially since the gymnasium was located
close to the Temple, and so it had to close after the success of the revolt of
Judas Maccabaeus in 166 BC and the consequent end of Greek rule. But with
the Roman conquest of Palestine in 63 BC, Greek athletics were revived in
Palestine.®

In the Middle Ages, lack of interest by their spiritual authorities
coupled with restrictions often placed on Jews meant that Jews did not stand
out for their athletic skills. As Sigmund Freud put it, “the preference which
through two thousand years the Jews have given to spiritual endeavor has,
of course, had its effect: it has helped to build a dike against brutality and the
inclination to violence which are usually found where athletic development
becomes the ideal of the people.” But, as a brochure of a Jewish athletic
organization puts it, “where Jewish communities lived in a more liberal
environment, which provided basic living conditions in comparative freedom
and the possibility of developing freely abilities in various fields of commerce,
science, etc., we also find young Jews who, despite the displeasure shown
by the spiritual and religious leaders, tried to adapt themselves to the way of
life of the non-Jew and to participate, as far as possible, in their cultural and
sporting activities.”"

The development of Iranian Jewry’s participation in Iranian sports
corroborates this view. We will begin with a discussion of Jewish participation
in Iran’s traditional athletic culture, the “houses of strength,” then proceed
to examine Jewish Iranians’ contribution to modern sports, and end with a
discussion of how Iranian Jews were affected by sports contests between the
national teams of Iran and Israel. In the conclusion an attempt is made to put
the role of Iranian Jews in sports in the context of Jews’ situation in Iranian

society.
The World of Traditional Athletics

The locus of athletic activity in pre-modern urban Iran was the

8 For a detailed study of Jewish participation in Greek athletic culture, see
H.A. Harris, Greek Athletics and the Jews (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1976).

9 Sigmund Freud, Moses and Monotheism, trans. Katherine Jones (New
York: Vintage Books, 1967), 147.

10 Maccabi World Union, The History of Jewish Sport: The Maccabi
Movement (N.p.[Tel Aviv?]: Maccabi World Movement, 1979), 1-2.
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for more than two millennia, social desegregation is a relatively recent
development that has gone hand in hand with secularization in the course
of the twentieth century. This study has two purposes: firstly, to provide
a brief record of Jewish athletic activities in Iran as a contribution to the
social history of Iranian Jewry; and secondly, to gauge the social and cultural

integration of Jews in Iranian society.

At first sight, sport seems an unlikely domain to choose, for it is not
unfair to say that athletic prowess is not a quality usually associated with
Jews, be it by non-Jews or by Jews themselves. Let us begin with scriptural
evidence: Psalms 147: 10-11, which say that “God’s delight is neither in
the strength of the horse nor in the speed of the runner,” but that “the Lord
takes pleasure in those who fear Him,” can be interpreted so as to discourage
physical education for the sole purpose of strengthening the body.® Still,
modern proponents of Jewish physical education like to point out that the
Hebrew Bible contains many stories that attest to the ancient Israelites’ feats
of strength and endurance:* the word “Israel” itself means “he [i.e., Jacob]
wrestles [strives, contends] with God.” Many stories include feats of running;
and beginning with Naftali — one of Jacob’s sons — the Bible mentions many
fast runners.” According to the midrash, King Solomon organized annual
foot races in which hundreds of young men participated.® As happens so
often in religious traditions, scriptures can furnish evidence both for those
eager to depict ancient Jews as athletically inclined, and for those who are
suspicious of competition for its own sake, as these interpretations are read
into scriptures a posteriori. But on the whole, the Jews’ spiritual leaders
never encouraged athletic contests.’

However, as with any other people, one cannot deduce actual

3 Horst Ueberhorst, “Geschichte des Leibes und der Leibesiibungen in
Altisrael,” Horst Ueberhorst, ed., Geschichte der Leibesiibungen, volume 1 (Berlin:
Verlag Bartels & Wernitz, 1972). See also Stissmann Muntner, Leibesiibungen bei
den Juden (Vienna: Waldheim-Eberle, 1926).

4 See, for instance, Fletcher H. Swift, Education in Ancient Israel from
Earliest Times to 70 AD (Chicago: The Open Court Publishing Company, 1919),
23-25.

5 Felix Pinczower, Der jiidische Léufer (Berlin: Berthold Levy/Jiidischer
Verlag, 1937); and Samuel Rajunov, Los Judios en el deporte mundial: Apuntes para
su historia (Mexico: 1994), 15-19.

6 Felix Pinczower, Sport bei den Juden im Altertum: die Rennbahn des
Konigs Salomo: nach einem handschriftlichen Midrasch der Staatsbibliothek
Miinchen, trans. Felix Pinczower (Tel Aviv: Author, 1968).

7 Carol Ann Hofmeister, “Ancient Jewish Culture and Its Emphasis (sic) on
Physical Activity,” (Unpublished Master’s Thesis, UCLA, 1969).
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Introduction

Sport and physical education consist of activities that are both somatic and
social. Competitive sports and games necessitate social and sometimes
physical contact between players, and team sports like soccer focus group
identities when teams are associated with a particular community. For this
reason, sport and physical education are useful indicators for the social and
cultural integration of the various segments of a population, as strict social
segregation is incompatible with playing together, while social integration
enables all to participate so that the best may win, regardless of their
ascriptive group affiliation.’

While Iranian Jews have lived among their non-Jewish compatriots

1 I should like to thank Janet Afary, Michel Chaouli, Touraj Daryace,
Lotfollah Hay, Shaban Jafari, Rosa Kohan-Sedq, Vera Moreen, Faryar Nikbakht,
Nahid Pirnazar, Philippe Rochard, Eliz Sanasarian, Homa Sarshar, Houman
Sarshar, Sorour Soroudi, Elizabeth Vernon, and Mostafa Zamani-Nia for their help,
suggestions, and corrections. I alone am responsible for all interpretations.

2 The most notorious case of impeded social integration through sport is, of
course, apartheid South Africa. See John Nauright, Sport, Cultures, and Identities in
South Africa (London: Leicester University Press, 1997).
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Conference Schedule

SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 6
Remembering Ettefaugh School on its Fiftieth Anniversary

Welcoming Address
Homa Sarshar

Second Home, A Documentary Film about Ettefaugh School
By: Abbas Hojat Panah and Faryar Nikbakht

Tales from the Past: Memory Telling Panel

Moderator: Fariborz Davoodian. Participants: Jimmy Mayer; Sema
Alwaya, Esq.; Dr. Shohreh Ershadi; Mansour Pouretehad; Rahel
Mohabber; and Dr. Baroukh Beroukhim.

Former Classmates Reunion

SUNDAY, FEBRUA