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In contemporary Iranian literature Sadeq Hedayat has rightly become a cultural heritage. The world of his imagination is not confined to a straightened circumstance. His multifaceted observation of humans and the world has provoked many studies and investigations of his works. In this respect Blind Owl, his major work, and one of the most controversial literary creations in our era, stands out. Shortly after its first publication in Bombay, this slim volume deeply engaged literary critiques.


Since then literary experts have been acclaiming or excommunicating this novel. The hasty and at times irrational views of some can truly fill a huge tome. Undoubtedly Sadeq Hedayat is one of the pioneers, and at the same time most prominent, Iranian storyteller of our era. Indeed his narrative achievements have received international recognition. 


His major creation Blind Owl, a long story approaching a novel – is a many-sided experience in both the real world and myth. It expresses the conscience of the writer, self-aroused and in crisis, at a time of suppression, obstinacy and death. The pull and fame of the Blind Owl, from which Hedayat also derived his fame, has prevented a serious analysis of his short stories, in particular the ones he wrote before the Blind Owl. Many of these stories are inseparably linked to the Blind Owl. I will emphasise that what opened the way to Blind Owl is evident, not just in the expressive structure, but in the internal distinctions and perspective in the anthology of short stories of Buried Alive, Three Drops of Blood and Chiaroscuro.


From the point of view of substance and narrative construction and finish these three anthologies, published in Teheran in1930, 1932 and 1933 respectively, range from low to high in judgment. But even the weaker stories, relatively more numerous than the better ones, have more or less a conceptual relationship with Blind Owl and Hedayat’s psychological transformations and literary development. These short stories can really be considered the root-source of Hedayat’s later novel and have an important role in an effective understanding of Blind Owl. Their trail in Blind Owl is such that in one reading one can say that: Blind Owl is nothing other than a rewriting of their context at a higher and broader level.


Hedayat’s borrowings from his own short stories, for whatever motive or purpose, consciously or otherwise, evolves into a much wider conceptual essence, depth and breadth in the structure of Blind Owl such that they reveal all his psychological searchings and objections to a world decomposing from within. The narrator of the Blind Owl tries to convey an incident or a reality, that has little semblance to reality, and that had permanently poisoned his life, linked to nightmarish events that pass through the story’s atmosphere, to the audience of the story, who is no other than his own nocturnal shadow: 


“The shadow that is bent on the wall and seems to swallow up everything I write with an insatiable appetite” (Blind Owl page 100).


The “I” of the narrator is not a usual pronoun or even the “I” of the usual narrator, but also “I” the introducer, “I” the witness and “I” the judge of what is taking place in the Blind Owl. The I-narrator in Blind Owl is an outraged conscience in a corrupt world, that reacts against each and every putrid part of it. Which reality is the narrator grappling with when he transfers this mass of social criticisms and the burden of a neurotic feeling to a shadow that tends to serve him as an agony aunt and a fulcrum for the revealing of his innermost secrets and fears? This is a shadow whose lingering on the wall is not accidental and whose settling in the public mind of the reader, never allows the historical elegy of the Blind Owl, which exposes the psyche of an ancient society to be reduced to the level of reporting an event.


The shadow is also evident in all the three short stories mentioned above. But its passive and desperate presence in the Buried Alive is in such a way that the narrator can control him of taking the lead and dictating his course of action: “I can no longer follow this absurd shadow” (Buried Alive p 37) or the shadow is so tainted by the narrator as guilts that even after his death it is bound to catty the burden of his earthly misfortunes (see Chiaroscuro p 101). 


While in the Blind Owl the shadow reflects a surging crystalisation of the narrator’s complainant and victimised personality, it is only through relying on this shadow that his illusive and mysterious connection with the narrative and the fatal pain that turns him into a dishevelled old man, becomes salient.


The clarification of the narrator’s shadow in the Blind Owl that helps setting up the narrative’s dreamlike and horrifying space is only possible if it is based on the same semantics used by the narrator. This idea is indicative of the narrator’s inner mood. It is a free and subjective expression of a story which remains true to his composition and the reality of his harrowing and uncontrollable actions. 


The Blind Owl’s shadow is in fact the divided I of the narrator reflected in the Buried Alive’s mirror. A half that in Blind Owl is de-mirrored and blends wholly with the narrator. In contrast to Buried Alive, until this cliché is torn apart, that is the veil is removed and the shadow shows itself without intermediary, the mirror can be viewed as a preparation for the presence of the shadow:


“I look into the mirror and laugh at myself. To my eyes my face is unfamiliar, foreign and laughable” (Buried Alive p 28). 


But something must happen beyond this alienation. The mirror moves out of its intermediary position. 


“I went over to the cupboard mirror looked at my flushed face. I half closed my eyes. Opened my moth a stitch and held my head to the side like a corpse. I said to myself, tomorrow this is how I will look. At first they will knock on the door but no one answers. Until lunchtime they would think I am asleep. The they’ll break the latch, enter the room and find me like this” (Buried Alive p 38). 


The harmony between the two faces on either side of the mirror in Buried Alive, or the accord of eye and tongue with the probings of the narrator, further highlights the reality of existence of the shadow in Blind Owl. But this harmony has also acquired a wider connotation. Attention to specific tasks unites the shadow on either side of the mirror. The narrator fears his anonymity at the time of death and is scared of dying a stranger. His shadow, however, is a more effective interpreter than he. The shadow has an enduring character and is not fixed in any particular space or time. It can therefore render his recognition eternal. 


“I am afraid that tomorrow I might die and I have yet to know myself.” (Blind Owl page 10), because between the narrator and others there is a terrifying gulf. If death’s presence were to fill this empty space in alienation, a death which in the narrator’s belief “will totally annihilate all illusions” (Blind Owl page 92), the narrator’s quests will in reality be fruitless.


It is worth noting the unease of the narrator with death, and his selection of a witness who can report on him and his life in a narrative identical to, and reflecting, the actual. In particular the reason he gives for handing over such a difficult task to his shadow: 


“my shadow fell on the wall clearer and more accurate than my real body. My shadow had become more real than me” (Blind Owl page 110)


Backdrop


Blind Owl is played out in the old Teheran, the most important base for social movements of the time. It takes place around the time Reza Shah was consolidating his power [1]. That was a era when the battle between old and new had reached its historic zenith and the newly emergent power had dug deep into its destructive role. It is no accident that the narrator of the Three Drops of Blood who carries the same emotional weight and psychological crisis as the I-narrator in Blind Owl, lives in the same place and time and even in a house not dissimilar from him. (Three Drops of Blood p 13). 


That was an era on the threshold of a change which targeted society in its entirety. The extension of the people’s contribution to politics and power was mortgaged to their ability to internalise the culture of this transformation. But the guardians of traditions were unhappy, and the power-seekers fearful, of the extent Iranian social and cultural intellectuals were seeking to create an identity commensurate with this transformation. 


The confrontation of those groups defending the past, on the one hand, and the thuggery and incendiary behaviour of the newly established autocracy, on the other, left its bitter effects on the new literature and social groups backing it. A study of these hostilities and repressions, justified on occasions by the very thinkers who were operating in the rational and novel cultural world, is in itself worth studying.


The story of Buried Alive and after that Three Drops of Blood and even later Blind Owl are all touched by these times. 


“I now know that God or some other nonsense or other in their never ending tyranny has created two sets of creations, the fortunate and the unfortunate. The first is propped up while the torment and torture of the second group is amplified .” (Buried Alive p 34).


And in Blind Owl this fury, while maintaining the previous directness, becomes more specific and creative: 


“I didn’t want to know if there really is a God, or is merely an expression of the rulers on this earth who have thought it up merely to strengthen the Divine order and rob their serfs” (Blind Owl p 82)


Chance event


The narrator of Blind Owl is a painter who lives in a quite house alongside a moat outside town. In order to forget what has happened to him he isolates himself from human circles, whether fortunate or unfortunate, and spends all his time painting on pen-cases and drinking wine in the recess of his home. The narrator’s explanation of why he had imposed this painful purgatory on himself is revealed by a chance accident. But can this accident, which is gnawing at his very being, be explained by reference to a turbulent era where power vilifies and assaults human dignity and honour? Let us discover the roots from the accident itself and its subsequent effects on the narrator.


This is a dual event where its first part is a mythical precondition, with unlikely components, in Blind Owl. The second part, despite all its violation of objective laws, follows a logical sequence and serves to prove the main core of the story. 


In the first part the narrator’s uncle, who resembles his father, visits him one afternoon without warning. The narrator, while getting some wine from a shelf to serve his uncle happens to see out of a crack in his house a beautiful girl in black who was offering a purple water lily to a hunchbacked, dishevelled old man. The ethereal delicacy of the woman and her black Turkeman eyes mesmerize the narrator. Despite his inability to find her, one day he discovers her outside his home dead. His efforts to revive her, even through intercourse with her mandrake-like corpse fails. The narrator cuts up her body, puts them in a suitcase, and with the help of an old man driving a carriage, who resembles the dishevelled old man, buries the body behind a mountain covered by purple lilies. There he finds a jar on which a figure, similar to the buried woman, has been carved and this drives the narrator to madness.


But the narrator in the second half – in recounting the event – tells a different story. A more varied account of the previous forms and characters that now gather in his house and around his kept whore. This is an atmosphere filled with debauchery and heartlessness which, while turning its back to moral collapse, also informs on human decline and metamorphosis. It describes a tribe and people where there is no distinction between friend and stranger, between talk and action. They are one and the same. Such that the narrator himself cannot exclude himself from the corruption and abomination that envelops them.


“I stood in front of the mirror, but I had to cover my face out of fear. I saw that I resembled , no, I had become the dishevelled old man” (Blind Owl page 114)


The spectrum spanning the “fortunate and unfortunate”, all of whom from top to bottom, were replica copies of the vulgarity of the dishevelled old man and the ethereal woman metamorphosed into a whore. This time the narrator kills the ethereal metamorphosed girl, or the whore. 


In the first part the ethereal woman who is the incomplete embodiment of this existence, by offering the lily to the dishevelled old man laid a crooked foundation. Is her death in that way in the arms of the narrator – which suggests some form of suicide – the indemnity for that mistake?


Even if we accept the existence of an emotional link with the ethereal woman, still the entrusting of innocence to this mandrake-like whore, does not compensate for the assumed ghastly legacy. The whore inherits the error and the corruption sweeping our world. The whore is the sowing field for the lackeys. It is only through his own destruction, which is repeatedly called by the dishevelled old man and also the killing of the whore, that the narrator can rectify his own contradictions – all tightly linked to this chain of corruption.


The narrator views himself through their utterly soiled existence and through insight into their chronic corruption and pollution comes round to his own sterility. They, and the narrator, are two sides of the same coin. A repulsive coin that history has up to that moment actualised and has remained witness to the inheritable qualities of lackeys and whores.


It is on the basis of this reality that in the Blind Owl the narrator by killing the whore in fact destroys himself, here identified as a dishevelled old man. The endurance of the whore and the dishevelled old man is the endurance of the original corrupt and replicating race whose creation is imposed.


“So the last conquest of mankind will be the overthrow and obliteration of its race from the face of the earth” (Chiaroscuro p 39) and the Blind Owl’s narrator by destroying himself and killing the kept whore in practice realised this “desire”.


Blind Owl is the atonement of the predestined fate of a humankind that has become an instrument. This is a fate that Hedayat eluded to many times over in the Creation Myth, The Creators, “SKLL” and other short stories.


Escaping which world?


The narrator of Blind Owl has inherited from his mother only a breast-full of wine bitter as snake venom. A young man who when rewriting Blind Owl has hair whiter and eyes many times more wrinkled than his father or uncle. He is afraid to look out from the window of his home in case he witnesses an incident awaiting him. 


Is this outside, or the real world, which evokes such anxiety in the narrator, a mere creation of his minds eye? Is the fact that the narrator spends so much time talking of the night-watch, ignorance, corruption, and human disenchantment empty of real meaning?


The reality outside is no less distressing and insecure than what Hedayat painted in his short stories or the novel Blind Owl. It is not surprising for a freethinking writer such as Hedayat to shut himself out from a world that denies human dignity and exposes them to violence and oppression. For him the internal is the realm where free, objective and elemental communication with the outside world and its humanity is situated. 


With this certainty, Hedayat steps into his own free inner world, and frees himself from clichéd contracts. But he, Hedayat, documents his confrontation with the despoticised world outside through parable and a mind that cleanses time, history and the calendar from its obsolete aspects in such works as the Blind Owl, Three Drops of Blood and Buried Alive.


Hedayat does not see himself among those who have surrendered to this deep rooted and despotic historic control. His anger is focused and well thought out, if individual, just as his voice defending the dignity of contemporary humankind has its own resonance. The document of Hedayat’s protests, Three Drops of Blood, Buried Alive and Blind Owl and the language that underwrites them is also spontaneous and worthy of these historic documents. 


In Buried Alive and Three Drops of Blood perhaps death was the coup de grace on the life of the narrator. But in Blind Owl which is the product of a more developed mind the narrator does not think as such. His shadow is the continuation of his life, the continuation of his enlightenment.


“I want to pour the essence, not the bitter wine, of my life drop by drop into the dry throat of my shadow and tell him this is my life” (Blind Owl p 51)


Sadegh Hedayat’s resistance, within the limits of language, is not just the reflection of a protesting national conscience but represents the steadfastness of progressive poetry and literature - ideas and a pen that until freedom is installed will ceaselessly push ahead with disobeying the ethics of oppression and the unjust conditions of power.
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Footnotes


1. Reza Shah came to power through a coup in 1921 and crowned himself King in 1925


