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SHAHRZAD, Op. 115

As of 1960 Alireza Mashayekhi has adopted many different compositional styles with Iranian
music, some of which are exemplified by Shur, Op. 15, 1968 (electronic) and Ost-West, Op.
45, 1973 (Persian instruments and tape) up to some of his compositions of today which
comprise more than ten different styles. Some important compositions which introduce his
theories concerning Iranian polyphonic music are the following, known as quintuple series
for piano.

Short Stories, Op. 106, 1993

Letters, Op. 110, 1993

A La Recherche Du Temps Perdu, Op. 111, 1994
Kristall I and II, Op. 113, 1995

Shahrzad, Op. 115, 1995/96

With Shahrzad we find ourselves at the top of the composer’s illusionary journey from a
simple Persian theme to polyphonic music bordering on atonality.

Some themes in Shahrzad are approached from different technical angles serving two
purposes:

a) To manifest the ‘unity’ of the composition
b) To practice different ways of communication with the audience.

Shahrzad can be performed as an independent concert piece, but it is also included in
Mashayekhi’s opera by the same name.

Shahrzad is one of the longest compositions in piano literature. The story was written by
the composer himself to search and interpret his philosophical thoughts.

Shahrzad was performed for the first time in 1999 by Farimah Ghavamsadri at Vahdat
Hall, Tehran, an unforgettable performance according to the composer. The narrator was
Hossein Rahimi.

You and I have loved excessively
I as the tormented, you as the tormentor

1. On the outskirts of the desert
On the outskirts of the desert there is a stone figure of a woman gazing far beyond. Some
say she stands awaiting a miracle which is never to be. There is a tale in the heart of the stone
woman reaching far back into time.

Hundreds and hundreds of years ago, there was a brave warrior who set up on the out-
skirts of the desert and in time spread his power over other lands far and wide. The warrior
called himself Sultan of the desert. He was man of strange puzzling nature. The poet within
him praised men of verse and the passionate ambitious fighter without, longed for war. His
warmth and passionate celebrated abstract and his coldness and brutality cast the gloom on
all else. Such were the poles within him, which further spread apart as he ever conquered un-
til he no longer knew what he desired. Unarmed in the face of fate, he knew no peace. While
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he was greatly loved by his people bravery, for the war measures he had taken against their
enemies, his invasions deprived them of sprit. There was no man brave enough to confront
him there he stood, alone and restless on the outskirts of the desert, reflecting his uncertain
future.

Not very far away, amid the people at the foothills of Zagros Mountains, there lived a
girl, clairvoyant who cast the future into the sweetest of tales. For this she bore the name of
Shahrzad (Scheherazade) and fascinated all who set eyes on her. She too had a strange puz-
zling nature.

2. The Battle

We return to the Sultan who anxiously recounts his dream to his Vezir. “It was Death itself
who pursued me. I stood escapeless, trapped at the end of a blind road.” The Vezir who had
long been waiting his chance to convince the Sultan of the unhappy state of affairs on the
outskirts of the desert, gives an account of the mysterious Shahrzad and her gift of fore-
telling the destiny of the Sultan. The Vezir suggests that he should demand her presence.
Agreeing, the Sultan orders the Vezir to bring Shahrzad to him and if she should disobey his
command, to attack Zagros. The Vezir, however, declares: “It is not a simple undertaking to
demand our weary warriors to attack Zagros, and what if the people should not easily sur-
render?” The Sultan, rapt in war and seemingly unhearing of the Vezir cried out “A battle...
A battle!”

3. Defeat

Just as foreseen by the Vezir, the people at the foothills of Zagros put up a deadly resistance
to the attack but at last surrendered to the Sultan after a bloody battle. And yet this time the
conquest was to bring with it the taste of a most bitter loss for the Sultan, though Shahrzad
was seemingly defeated.

4. The Prisoner

Shahrzad, now a captive, was imprisoned by the Sultan in a lower known today as the tower
of Eskandar. Every day he would make her a visit and would command her to tell him of
the future.

Day by day the tales of Shahrzad aroused in the Sultan a deeper fascination and as time
passed he believed them to be the most important event of his life. The magnetic need to
see Shahrzad took him to the prison at every chance. Shahrzad too believed that with every
new tale she would see the light of another day. But at heart it was the Sultan who found a
new pretext to hear yet another adventure.

At the end of one of these visits, the sultan asked his Vezir.”Who is the true prisoner?
Shahrzad or I1”

5. Rage

The Sultan was filled with bitter rage. He could not govern Destiny as he desired. Nothing
had changed. He was still the Sultan and she his prisoner, and still powetless towards the pas-
sionless Shahrzad. And now helplessness quickened into an endless rage.

Was there anything that could defeat the Sultan? Was this the same blind road that appeared
in his dream? Perhaps rage was the only answer, nothing but rage.
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6. Beyond Clouds

Shahrzad’s silence was filled with such splendor that the vastness and fullness of the Sultans
conquests was a mere trifle. As time passed the Sultan slowly realized that might would not
heal all pain. He thought of time gone, his victories and his defeats and cried out “Oh, but
the world would transpose at a glance, for me not to be the Sultan and Shahrzad not my
prisoner... Oh, but we could be in yet another world, a world beyond clouds...!”

7. Escape
The Sultan at last realized that he had been defeated in the most defining battle of his life.
A defeat which had buried his desires and passions in the cold tomb of silence and pride. It
was in such a state that Shahrzad recounted the bitter fate of a warrior who, once defeated,
sailed on the sea and was embraced by the horizon.

Hearing this, the Sultan knew he had come upon his destiny. He surrendered all, his Shah-
rzad, his empire, and walked onto the desert, a solitary figure. Alas, the Sultan was escaping
from his very self.

8. Mirage

The Sultan stumbled on, walking the desert, until he no longer knew what to recall, to re-
member the land and the power that he had abandoned or to think of Shahrzad who was as
cold and impenetrable as a wall. And now the Sultan yearned for his wall of stone.

There came a moment when he felt Shahrzad, rising from the horizon and coming to-
wards him. His feet gave way, but his heart told him that he had reached the end of his
wanderings. As the moment came near, his strength lessened and his hope grew. The Sultan
had turned into a mere gaze. He recited: You are all I see, all I hear. You are all that I am, all
that I gaze upon.

Only you looked upon my ruin. Only you did not see my end.

9. Awaiting
The Sultan, pressured by his councilors to set Shahrzad free had commended her liberty
before abandoning his homeland. Shahrzad now bewildered by such unexpected freedom

asked:

“Pray, tell me. Where is the Sultan?”
“He has abandoned hearth and home and taken refuge in the desert.”

Until then, Shahrzad was unaware that it was the Sultan’s love which had created a Shah-
rzad beyond clouds and in the absence of that love, she would reduced to a commoner. Her
heart wild with the storm of awakening, she fled to the desert and the people of the land
heard her cries: ““The Sultan will return. He will surely return!”

There are still those who travel on the outskirts of the desert in the sunlit day and the
moonlit night who come across the stone figure of a woman gazing at the horizon. Some say
she stands awaiting a miracle, which is never to be.
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