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ALAMUT

Alamut is a novel by Vladimir Bartol, first published in 1938 in Slovenian, dealing with
the story of Hassan-i Sabbah and the Hashshashin, and named after their Alamut
fortress (today's in Northern Iran).

Alamut takes place in 11th Century Persia, in the fortress of Alamut, where self-
proclaimed prophet Hasan ibn Sabbah is setting up his mad but brilliant plan to rule
the region with a handful elite fighters who are to become his "living daggers." By
creating a virtual paradise at Alamut, filled with beautiful women, lush gardens, wine
and hashish, Sabbah is able to convince his young fighters that they can reach
paradise if they follow his commands. With parallels to Osama bin Laden, Alamut
tells the story of how Sabbah was able to instill fear into the ruling class by creating a
small army of devotees who were willing to kill, and be killed, in order to achieve
paradise. Believing in the supreme Ismaili motto “Nothing is true, everything in
permitted,” Sabbah wanted to “experiment” with how far he could manipulate
religious devotion for his own political gain through appealing to what he called the
stupidity and gullibility of people and their passion for pleasure and selfish desires.

The novel focuses on Sabbah as he unveils his plan to his inner circle, and on two of
his young followers — the beautiful slave girl Halima, who has come to Alamut to join
Sabbah's paradise on earth, and young ibn Tahir, Sabbah's most gifted fighter. As
both Halima and ibn Tahir become disillusioned with Sabbah's vision, their lives take
unexpected turns.

Alamut was originally written in 1938 as an allegory to Mussolini's fascist state. In the
1960's it became a cult favorite throughout Tito's Yugoslavia, and in the 1990s,
during the Balkan's War, it was read as an allegory of the region's strife and became
a bestseller in Germany, France and Spain. Following the attacks of September 11,
2001, the book once again took on a new life, selling more than 20,000 copies in a
new Slovenian edition, and being translated around the world in more than 19
languages including Czech (1946), Serbian (1954), French (1988), Spanish (1989),
Italian (1989), German (1992), Turkish, Persian (1995), Arabic, Greek, Korean and
Slovak. More recently it has been translated into Hebrew (2003), English (2004),
Hungarian (2005) and Finnish (2008).



VLADIMIR BARTOL, THE AUTHOR
OF ALAMUT

Viladimir Bartol was born on 24 February 1903
(in the same year as George Orwell) in the
village of Sv. Ivan (St. John) near Trieste as a son
of Gregor Bartol, a post office clerk, and of
writer Marica Bartol-Nadlisek. He was their
third child out of seven. Both his parents were
extremely tolerant and broadly liberal and they
offered they children extensive education. His
mother introduced her son to painting, and his
father to biology. With adequate stimulation,
various horizons opened for young Vladimir. He
always described himself in his autobiographic
short stories as an oversensitive and slightly odd
child with rich fantasy. He was interested in
many things: biology and philosophy, psychology, art, and of course in theatre and
literature. As a scientist, he collected and researched butterflies.

Viadimir Bartol began his elementary and secondary schooling in Trieste and
concluded it in Liubljana. Afterwards, he enrolled at the University of Ljubljana to
study biology and philosophy and with special attention researched the work of
Sigmund Freud. He graduated in 1925 and continued with his studies at Sorbonne in
Paris (1926 - 1927), for which he obtained scholarship. In 1928 he served the army in
Petrovaradin in today's Serbia. From 1933 to 1934, he lived in Belgrade, where he
edited the Slovenian Belgrade Weekly. Afterwards, he returned to Ljubljana where he
lived as a freelance writer until 1941. After World War Il, he moved to his hometown
Trieste, where he spent a whole decade from 1946 to 1956. Later he became an
associate member of Slovenian Academy of Sciences And Arts, which he worked for
until his death on 12 September 1967 in Ljubljana.
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MANUSCRIPT

Viadimir Bartol first started to conceive the novel in the early 1930s, when he lived in
Paris. In the French capital, he met with the Slovene literary critic Josip Vidmar, who
introduced him to the story of Hassan-i-Sabbah. A further stimulation for the novel
came from the assassination of King Alexander | of Yugoslavia perpetrated by
Croatian and Bulgarian radical nationalists, on the alleged commission of the Italian
Fascist government. When it was originally published, the novel was sarcastically
dedicated to Benito Mussolini.

The maxim of the novel is "Nothing is true, everything is permitted".

The novel is a sophisticated allusion to totalitarian regimes that emerged in Europe in
1930's. Bartol wrote in his notes to the second edition of Alamut in 1958 that at some
point of writing his characters started talking to him, and live fluid of world historic
events infused into his novel: in the north, Hitler with his fanatic SS corps pressed
against the border; in the west, Mussolini, who had already subjugated a third of
Slovenians and a large part of Croats, threatened Slovenia and the whole Yugoslavia;
in the east, mysterious Stalin took over the heritage of Lenin's revolution and began
with his monstrous processes. In brief, Alamut is a quite faithful account of the
beginning of Ismailis' history in 1092, who established a sect of Assassins led by
Hassan Ibn Saba, and at the same time a vivid allusion to the period of terrible
dictators between the two wars.















Against Ideologies



AGAINST IDEOLOGIES:
ViADIMIR BARTOL AND ALAMUT

Viadimir Bartol { 1905 1967) wrote Alsmmd, which remmuins his only book
of any significant renown, in the peaceful secimion of a small, barogue town
nestiod in the foothills of the Slovenian Alps, tner the couse of about nine
months in 1938, As he worked o an curly deaft, barely thirty miles to the
nocth Austra was forcibly annexed o Nazi Germany, Fifty miles to the wesi,
juist over another border, Iraly’s Fascisu regulardy hounded the large ethnic
Slovenian manority of the Adriatic seacoast town of Trieste, and were aloeady
loaking 10 extend their holdings into the Sovenian and Croatian regiom
of the Kmngdom of Yugosknvia, A few hundred miles 1o the north and east,
i the Soviet Union, Stabin's bloodiest purges hind reached their high tide,
claming himdreds of thowsands of victims, mosz of wham met thedr fate in
dank cellars with a single bublet 10 the back of the Bead, Amvidst this turmoil
and menace, Skoventa and its parent country of Yogostavia were, for the time
belng, an island of refative tranguility. 1F the book that Barsol wrote b these
circumstances proved to be an escape from the mass political moverments,
charismatic leadees, and manipolative ideologies that were then coming to
rule Evrope, it was abso a profound meditation on them.

Most of all, Adomat was and Is umply a great read—amageutive, erus
dite, dynamnic and humoras, a well-aokd tale set in an exotic time and place,
yel popukated by eharacters with universally recogizable ambitons, dreams
and imperfections, Both ar home and abroad, it continues to be perhaps the
mont popular book that Sovenin bas ever produced, with recent ranslations
of Alawut hoving become bestsellers in Germany, France and Spain, Bt
despite its surface appearunce s popular Ineratare, Algwuf is also a finely
wrobght, andiscovered minor maserpiece which offers the reader & wealth
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ALAMUT

of meaculously planned and executed detail and oad potential tor svm-
bolic, interexusal and philosoplical imerpretation.

Bartol, himself an ethnie Slovene from Trieste, studied in Pasis and
Ljubljana, evennsally seeding in the Slovenan capital 1o pursse a literary
career, During his stodies in Pans in 1927, 2 fellow Slovene who knew of
Bartol's ambitions as a writer recommended that be draw on the episode of
the *Old Man of the Mooantain® fom T Froeds of Marew Polu as material for
n short story or novel, This tale, recounted w Marco Polo 25 he progressend
along the Silk Road through Tran, had 10 do with & powerful local sectarian
warked who supposedly used bishish and i secret bower of kept maidens o
dupe young men into believing that he had the power w0 tansport them o
paradise and being them back o carth wt will, Thus winming the yooths' &
matic Joyalty, he was able to dispatch them o any corper of the world oo sul-
cidal missions of political assasssoations thar served o extend his power and
influence. Bartol took the subject matter 1o heart and during the nexe teq
vears did extensive research into the hraader histarical background of the
tale while imventing a novebistic plot and seracture of hix own. Completing
the novel becumne his passion, s ceason for being. In his diary e pleaded
with the fates 1o ket bim live 1o Sl the book and deliver it safely mto the
pristec’s hands. After o long gestation of ten yeurs, the novel finally ook
shape on paper in the course of foar successive drafin during those inters,
secluded months that Barol spent i the wwn of Kamnik. By all account,
Bartol was radiantly happy during this period, just as we might imagioe a
peron who kisows he's cresting a masteypicoe shoubd be.

Unfortumately, the siming of this masterpicce s appearance in the world.
was less than perfect. Alemnd ) trajectony was interraptedd first by the German
and Talian annexiation of Slovenia from 1941 to 1945, then by the Hierary
Idecdogies of Tito-ded Communist Yogoslavia, where for some years the ook
veas seen s a threat, What's more, its subject matter and style were completes
I un variance with the dominant trends in Slovenian literature both before
and after Woeld War 1L Wiiters of simall, lngusstically isolated nations often
have an overwhelming need (o write about fife in that particular small ma
thon, perhaps as 2 way of helping w validate und selnfoece the nution's very
exisience. Because there was pothing identifiably Slovenian about Al
except for ats language, his fellow writers wook 1o characredzing Bareol as s
mistake i the Shovenian genetic code,” Here was an acdventioe novel set in
nartheestern Iran, writien in places to resemble Thowawd and Oue Neghty,
and centered aronnd the deep tensions henween the indigenous Pallia
speaking Shiite Muslhm knhabitants of the region und their Seljuk Turkish
Sunnb Mushim ovetlords—s thoroughly readable and wellvesearchod novel
that ased @ simple prose style to depict coloelul settings and develop a sus-
penseful plot. rather than the usual tale of tensions amony Slovenian pras
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VLADIMIR BARTOL

anes, landowners and twnspeople. Bartol imsedf 1ald of being approached
an the street yvears bater by one of iy old schoolmates, who told him, *1 read
your tznslation and really enjoyed 1" "What transtation?” Bartol replied.
Tl Bt movel, the one that was written by some Englah or Indian autho”
the man explimed. “Do you mean Alowuff” Bastol asked. “1 wrote that”
The man Ipughed ar this and waved diunisadvely, “Go an, get out of here.
You can’t fool me* And then he walked away. Ordinary readers found it in-
concetvable that a Slovenian could develop a stovy so completely ouside of
thesr own historical experience—it hatd to have been written by a foreiger
Bactol mwelf o the gulld of Slovenban writeos as divided o two categor
ries the natonalists, who were in the majority and expressed what he called
“the anguished lument of thekr own tme,” and the cosmopolizans, who had
broader sense of history but were in the minorio: Neoddess o say, Bartol s
himselt in the second, generally misundersiood, group.

One of Barol's strengths in Alawud i his abidity o virtually disappear
g perceptibie agent of the novel and et his chaructens carry the story.
There is no suthonal voice pasing judgment or nstracting readers which
charactens w favor and whach to condemin. In facy, readers may find their
allegiances shifting in the conrse of the story, becoming confused and am-
bivalent. Bartol certainly intended 10 write an emgmatic book. Literasy hisior
riana haove looked o Bartol's bsography, personality and other work for hevs
10 understanding Alawut, but much in the authos’s life still cemains hidden
fronm vieve. Iis very openmess toa variety of interpretations s one of the things
that continue 0 make Alamid a rewarding experience.

Perhaps the simplst way to approach Alewu? is @ 3 hroadly historol
i highly fictionalized account of cleventhcentury Iran under Seljuk e, A
reader encountering the novel from this perspective can appreciate (s sens-
pulowly researched histoocal background, the general absence of histoncd
anachronisms, i sccount of the arigins ol the Shidte-Sumst conflics withay
Tshians, and its exposition of the deepseated resentments that the invdigenons
peoples of thix arca luoe Tk agaioa foreign occupiens, whetler Mustim or
non-Muslim, for over a millennism. The author's gift for populating this set
dng with sempaahedc, complex, and conemporievsceming persomalites,
whose aspirations and fears resouate for the reader a1 a level that transcends
the stock expectations of the exotic scenic deécor, make this historcally fo-
cused reading of the novel particulurly lifelike and poigrant.

A second reading of Alostst anchors ts meaning firmb in Bartal's own
time between the two World Wary, seemg it as an allegorical repressntation of
the rise of wialitarsanism in eacly twentiethcenmry Europe. In this reading,
Havan ibn Sabbaky, the hvper-ranonalistic keader of the Ianmli sect, becomes
i compesite portrait of Mussoling, Hitler and Stalin, In fact, Bartol origimally
intended o dedicate the fint edition of his book “To Benio Massoling,” and
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ALAMUT

when e wis dissusded lrom daing this, suggested a more generic dedica-
don “To a certain dictator,” which was shilarly vetoed, Either dedication
would almost cermainly have beea a bold exercise aix high irony, bat his pub--
lisher righthy saw the risks imvolyed it that volatile time: Tost yeadership, Ine
authorities Some of the charmucters appear to have been drawn from realife
modeds that dominated the newsseels ar that tme. Abu All, Hasan's right.
leanied muan, s depicted delivering inspiring omatory 1o the men of Alamad in
a way reminiscent of no ome o much as Nogi propaganda minister Joseph
Coebbels. The ceremanial mighttime lighting of the castle of Aleswit? conld
pass for an allusion to the doodiit rallies and torchlight parades of the Naei
Party The stricr organizanonad hierarchies of the Tamailis, the browd simi-
larities between some characters and their conesponding types within the.
Fascist or National Socialist constellations, and the central role of ideology
as 3 sop for the misses all resonare with the soclal and power stractures then
existing in Germany, Taly and Soviet Russia, 3 do the progressvely greates
levels of knowledge and critical distance from ideology that are svailable wo
Hasan's inner circle.

More recenty, et another inerpretation tnes o pessuade us that
Alamar b o romand<lef representation of what should have been the sdeal
Sovenian response 1o the German and Talian 1otalaasisn then threas
ening Slovenia and the rest of Enrope—in other words, a mirtor image of
the Hasansas-Hither reading, This inserpremtion looks to Banul’s ongins in
the wren avound Teeste, and his undisputed anger at Iakian domination
and perseeation of the ethinic Slovenes in those regions begloning in the
1920x, Bartol was indeed a close personad friend of the head of a Slovenian
terrorist group, the “Tigess.” whose members conducied violeat astacks on-
lalian mnstmtions and individisals in the [ahian-Slovenian border regions,
(The group s Slovenian desigranon “TIGR" was actually an acronym based
on the names of four key disputed areas: Trieste, Istria, Gorizia, and Rijeka
[fualian Fiome] ) When his friend was captured by the Falians in 1950 and
sentenced to nventy vcmmpmn.hrmlmdeuhamcandommmm
1 s dlary, “Zorko, 1wl srenge you” Hasan's positive traigs-~his ratiooals
ity. intelligence and wis—together with his reveliatory confesaon late in the
novel 1o his youthful altes egn, ibn Tahir, tiat his entire life's work has been
dedicated w liberating the Fahlavi=speaking popuolation of Tran from foreign
domiation, would all seem to support this view of the novel as an Aesopian
exhortation 1o oppresed Slovenes, focused around colebrating the chars
matic pessotality und Machiavelllan brilliance of the iberation movenment’s
leader, Hasan /Zorkn

But as tempring as this Slovenan nanonalist reading of Alamit may be,
ultimately it ringy Bile and ot Forone, how can Hasan's nationalisso—{or
which Bartol amachronissically draws on an Meology arising centuries later,
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VLADIMIR BARTOL

out of eighteenth-contury European thought—square with Hasan's fir more
exhovstively articulated nibiblism, his refecoion of all ideobogy, his accepeance
of power a the niling force of the universe, and his Implacable purseit of
power for i ouwn sake? Moreover, how could any selfrespecting human
being, Stovene or otherwise, tke 10 heart & manifesso based on the cynical
manipulation of human consciousness and buman Jife in furtherance of the
manipulator's own goaks? Anempes 1o make Alemud work as a veiled treatise
on national fiberation also nin up againe Bartol's ouwn paradoxical avowals
of authorial indifference to polines. And ultimately they are reductive and
self-comtradictory, wirming what reads and feels Hke a many-taceted work of
literature rich with meaning into a swo-dimensional idealogical soreed.
This brings s 1o the present day and the reading of Afammd that is
Bound to e particubaely tempring. oow that America his imearved Hasan.
fike blows from a nemesis to the east anid delivered its own coumterblows of
Incalculable destructive force in yetarn. This reading will see Almut, i not
e prophetic veeon, then st least as an uncanmy foreshadowing of the earty
owentyfirst cennery's fundamental conflict between a nimble, unpredicable
upntant cedying on o celatively snall bur closewoven aeswark of selfsacrific-
ing agens on the one hand, and o massive, lumbering empire on the othes,
pur constantly on the defensive and very likely creating new recruits for i
adversary with every poosly locused and politically motivited offensive step
thant it takex. The story of woday's conflict between al Qaoda and the West
could be a palimpsest unwittingly obscuring the halfobliterated memory of
A srilar strisgle from more than a thowsand years agor ingored and humili-
ated common folk who prove susceptible to the call of o militant and aveng-
g forms of thetr relighon, the manipulative radical ideology that
ity rocruits an otherworldly veward in exchange for their makiog the uli-
mate sacrifice; the arrogant, selfsatsfied occupying power whose chicf goal
s feding ways of extacting new profin from its possession; ad the radical
Jeader’s ominous prediction it soseday “even princes ob e G side of
the world wall live in fear”™ of his power, But higneever many paraliels we may
be able to find here berween Bartol's eleventh cennary and our neentyfinst,
there is nothing clairvovant ahout them. Alama? offers no political solutions
and no window on the funire, other than the clagity of vision that a carelul
and empithetic cendering of history can provide. There is, admiuedly, much
for an American readership 1o learn from a book ke Adumat, and beter bae
than never: thanks 10 Barvtol's extensive and careful research, a rudimentary
education in the historiol complexsthes and contimiities of Trag and fran,
reaching back over 2 thowsand years, s one of the novel’s useful byv-prod-
uees,
Any of these readings is possible. But all of them miss the obwious, fun-
damental fact that Alematis a work of Bterature, and (hat as such its chied job
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15 £ 1o convey Eacts and asguimsents in a linear way but to do what only Bteras
ture can do: provide attentive readerns, in u tapestry as complex and ambigs.
ous as life lssell, with the means of discovering deeper and more unnersal
truths about humanity, about how we concerve of purselyes and the workd,
and how our conceptions shape the world around us—essentially, 10 kinow
vurselyves. Bartol does not ovenly latervene i the surrative 1o guide our un-
dentanding of it n the way he wants. Instead, he sets his scenes with subtle
clues and more than a few false decoys—much the way real lite does—and
thent eaves 1t 0wk sort out tath from defuston. The most blinkered reading
of Alewt might reinforce some stereotypical notions of the Middle East as
the exclusive home of fanatics and unguestioning fundamentalists, (What,
then, to make of the armies of black=hirted and leatherjacketed thugs that
Europe spawned just sixty years ago?) A really perverted reading mighr acny-
ally find in it an apology for tervorism, That risk is there, But careful readers.
ahould come away from Alemod with soasething very differenst

First and foremost, Alamar affers a thorough deconstrisction of sde-
ology—extending 1o all dogmatic ideclogies tha defy common sense and
proatise the kingdom of God in exchange for one's life or one's freedom
to judge and make choices. Of course, there are Hasan's loog. enlightetied
diatribes againat Iilamic doctrine and the rebgious alternatives 1o it, which
be organizes sround the retelling of his own life experience, his search for
trueh as a young man, and his successive disilasdonments, He tells of how
he transcended bis personal crisis by devoting himself exclusively to exper-
ence, scionce, and what can be percelved by the seases. But this positvisi
develops into a bypersationatisim that, by excluding the emotonal aspects
of human experience as irrational and invalid, itelf becomes dogmatic. At
its extreme, Hasan's rationallsm prockaims the absence of absolute moral
restraings, the sipremacy of power as the ruling force of the world, and the
Imperative of manipulating lesser human beings to achieve maximun powey
and further his own ends—tarmally articulated in his sect's supreme maxim:
“Nothing i true, everything is permitted.” P

Yet Bartol Jets us see more of the complexities and weaknesses of this
characser than Hasan himself would probably admit 1o, We are given mo-
mentany glimpses of his visceral hatred for his lfelong rival, Nizam alMulk,
who figures in the novel us his prmary nemesss and obgect of revenge, Twice
we see his terror at suddenly feeling wone and valnerable in the universe.
Near the novel's dlimax, be makes the contradictory revelation that his life’s
greatest denving force has been a fierce hatred of his country’s Seljuk over-
lords. And repeatedly, wordlessly, but unmistakably we see him reject oppoes
winities for emotional snd physical connectedness, even though deep down
he just ay unmistakably wants them. All of these ontional limpulses threaten
his rurionalist Meology and so luve o be suppressed. but in suppressing
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VLADIMIR BARTOL

them Hasan chlitetares facets of his pessonality. The result is an emotiosally
deformed, if intellectually brilliant lnman being—who i all the mare magie
for the great power that he wields,

Throughout the Lt half of the novel, Hasan refers to =ach of various
interconnected events that be has engineered as “the next act of our trag-
edy” and loseems unclesr just whose tragedy he is referring to. In the hook's
final chaptes, as Hasan Jooks ahead to the future, he refers 1o “those of us
who bold {n our hands the threads of s mechansm,” meaning the fearfil
mechanism of the sect of assassinis. Aside from conguring the lmage of Hisan
as master puppeteer (which he i), these Hgurative threads and mechanisms
also reverberute with tse publey- and rope-operazed Nt that s eunuch ser-
vants regulariy e o hosst hien wp 10 his weer clesmbers, Considering that
Hasan i abso shown fecling valnerable in that radimentary lift, wondenng
whiat would happen if the eunuchs suddenly became aware of their degrad-
ed sue and decided o cut the rope wnd send him crashing w his death,
this final image of Hasan as master idealogue and manipulator becomes
a lughly ambiguois ane. His apotheosis in the book’s last sentences, as he
is boisted up o his sower, where he will spend the rest of his life codifying
Lsrerails Law ol dogmi, never again o emerge, is the ultimate ronic ending,
What Hasan's character doesn’t fully realize is that, in dispatching himself
10 the withimute extresme of ratonaling by williogly separating himself from
husmaan society in the name of this rationality, and by subaimiong hlnself 1w
the “threads” of his ovm “mechanium,” he makes himsell the tragedy’s most
proauinent victsm.

So many of the novel's emotional sparks are generted not discursively
through nurrution or dialogue, which is dominated by reason, but in the un-
spoken, subide intenstices of the spoken exchangges between some of the main
charactens, 1t s the flecting, sonctimes apparently throwanay depictions
of their emotional affect—inveluntary faclal expressions, glances, blushes,
body language, suppressed wellings-up of emotion-—that express far more of
(he truth of ther being than thetr words can do. These affective commimica-
tioas are generlly left incomplete, partly because they represent ineffable
moments, and partly became supposedly higher circuanstances (sdeology i
the case of the fedaveen; duty i the case of the girls; “remson” in the case
of Hasan) Invattably manage 1o crush them before they can fully express
themselves. Yet they are some of the novel's most propouniced and revelatory
momenm of tuth

The personalist philosophens who were so nfluential between the
Workd Wars would bave seen (hese highly charged moments of honesty and
vulnerability in human relationships as the primary medinm in which the
divine force manifests inell In reaction w dogmatie religion wnd similarly
reductive tendencies in the social schences (ar that dme, notably, Freudian
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pevchology and Marxism), personalism granted equal impartance to o wide
range of facets in the human persomalicy, from the biological, social and
historical 1o the psychologacal, ethical and spirmual. Bartal studied in Paris
at the same time as @ number of has voung countymen who woudd luter hes
come intluential personalist inteblectualy, nchuding the pschologist Anton
Testenjak and the poet Edvard Kocbek. Although Freud and Niewsche are
mast frequently mentioned us early infliences on Banol—and certainly
Hasan embodies thelr lessins to perfection—the importance that Alewus ule
tmately places on the development of the integrated human hetng suggests
that if any ideology sull counted for Bartol, it must have been something
akin 1o persosalisas.

T this light, the book’s tual montos, uppsrently in conflict with each
other and the source of & fair amount of frustration for conumentators over
the yean, begin to nake vense. If “Nothing is true, everyihing is permitted”
stancls as a syimbol of the license granted to the lanadli elite, then the unrelas
ed subsidiary matio “Ommia in numero of memura” acquires an ulthmately
cautlonary significance. All things within measure, nothing oo wsch, In
other words, skepticism and ratonalty are impuortant assets, but overdepen-
denee on them at the expense of compassson leads 10 the tragedy that en-
Kulfs FHasan as munch as it does his witting and unwining victims.

Bartol incorporated many of his own quadities and personal interests
o his portradts of Hasan and the novel's other charcters, He wis an avid
student of philosaphy, hissory, mathematics, and the matural soences. He was
an amateur entomologst and (ke another Visdimir, four years his senior
and the author of a book called Lotia) an avid lepidoprerist. In o counry of
mauntain climbeos, Barol literally climbed with the very best af them. Like
a famous Fronch writer three years his seuior, he was an enthuseste and
skilled ansall abreraft pilot—and all of this just as a prelude 1o his career as
writer: An individual whe (s that inquisitive and that eager for experience is
cithey driven and obsessed, or in kwe with life. In s private life, Bartol was
an example of the laster persanally tvpe, but in bis novel he chose 10 portmy
an extreme version of the former,

In a commentary on Alewut published on the occasion of a 1957 edi-
Hon of the novel, in older Bartod, now inure overtly solicitous ol bis readess,
wrote:

The veader of Alowig will cermainly have noticed: one
thing. No matter how terrible, inhuman and despicable
the methods are that Hasin uses, the people subjected
10 him never lose their most noble human values. The
sense of sofidarity among the fedayeen never dics, and
friendship flourshes among them. just as it does among
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the girls in the gardens. Tbn Tahir and his comrades are
cager 1o know truth, and when iba Tahir finds ont that
he has been deceived by the man he had most orusted
und belbeved in, he bs no less shoken tan when he kearns
that Minam's love for him was a deception. And finally,
in all his gram knowledge, Hasan b unhappy and alone in
the universe. And i somebady wanted 10 find out from
the author what he meant by writing Alamut, what his
underiving feeling wua as he went through the process
of writing it, 1'd tell him, “Friend! Brother! Let me ash
you, & there amahing that makes o person braver than
friendship? Is there anything more touching than love?
And by there anvihing more exalted than the tuth?”

(Michon! Baggeni — Axgaor, 2004)
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2. prizor - Vrtovi

Hurije se prebujajo. Umivajo se, oblacijo, ¢edejo, li¢ijo ... Nato odplesejo v vrtove, kjer jim evnuhi
streZejo s Cajem, sadeZi in slastnim pecivom. One pa se igrajo: tkejo, ridejo, muzicirajo ...
Halima se pridruzi njihovi igri.

Modersia
Lapsn




ON ALAMUT, AN OPERA
IN THREE ACTS, BY
MATJAZ JARC*

Franc KriZnar'

Abstract

In 2006, Matjaz Jarc composed the opera Alamut to his own libretto, based on the
1938 novel by Vladimir Bartol. This paper is a short analysis of the opera, examining
its musical and literary background, its musical and dramaturgical emphases, and its
characteristics and pedigree.

French Abstract

En 2006, Matjaz Jarc écrit I'opéra Alamut d’aprés son propre livret, basé sur un roman
de Vladimir Bartol qui date de 1938. Cet article analyse 'opéra en mettant I'accent sur
les points de vue littéraire, musical et dramatique, et expose ses particularités et ses
origines.

German Abstract

Basierend auf einem Roman von Vladimir Bartol schrieb Matjaz Jarc im Jahr 2006
seine Oper Alamut auf eine eigenes Libretto. Bei diesem Aufsatz handelt es sich um
eine kurze Analyse der Oper. Sie untersucht ihre musikalischen, literarischen und
dramaturgischen Schwerpunkte und Hintergriinde.

Introduction

The opera Alamut,? with libretto and music by Matjaz Jarc® (b. 1954) takes
as its subject the important Slovenian novel of the same name, written by
Vladimir Bartol in 1938. The opera takes up the same content of the book while
adding new dramaturgical layers and characters to the plot. These additions al-
low Matjaz Jarc to expand the ideas of the novel and make them not merely
into a musical score but also a script for a new Slovenian opera.

The novel relates the story of an eleventh century Persian fort called
Alamut (Death Castle) where the leader of the Ismail sect, Seiduna, has gath-
ered troops to attack the Seljuk Empire, which has taken over Iran. The story-
line of the opera is focused on Tahir, a young man who came to the service of
Seiduna, a great religious and military leader of the Ismailis, at his stronghold

1. Franc Kriznar is Head of the Instifute for Music Information Science at the Center for
Interdisciplinary and Multidisciplinary Research and Study at the University of Maribor, Slovenia.
The author would like to thank Jaka Jarc for the translation.

2. Matjaz Jarc, Alamut, Ljubljana: Editio Musica Hymnos, 2006.

3. Alist of works follows at the end of the paper.
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Alamut. One part of the building has been transformed into military barracks
and a school for the young Fedaii—warriors for the Ismail faith; unknown to
the warriors the other part of the castle has been transformed into spectacular
gardens housing a harem of beautiful girls.

Seiduna who has proclaimed himself the prophet of the Ismail faith raised
the youths through the Daii, teachers of warfare, science and arts. Some of the
Daii doubled as Seiduna’s generals sharing in his plan to defeat the approach-
ing Seljuq army which was greatly superior in number and was at the time con-
quering Iran under the leadership of the Grand Vizier.

Tahir and his brothers in arms were being trained in complete fidelity to
Seiduna and his faith. A part of their curriculum was also the lesson of illumi-
nation, a mystical experience reserved for the best of the young Fedaii. They
were to experience the joys of the gardens of Paradise and return to the living.
In order to provide this experience Seiduna fed them capsules laced with
opium. They were then carried to the hidden gardens of Alamut castle. The
young stupefied soldiers were convinced they have arrived to Paradise where
they were to share in heavenly love with the beautiful Houries. This is where
Tahir met Halima and fell in love with her. The Houries’ task was to drug the
boys once again after the merrymaking, in order for the guards to bring them
back to awake in the military stronghold they called home. As they came to,
the Fedaii were certain beyond all doubt that they have seen the gardens of
paradise and they were now prepared to do anything to go back as soon as
possible. Tahir was profoundly in love with Halima with his sole purpose in life
focused on reuniting with her.

Seiduna, knowing that there is no fear of death left in the youth, decided to
take advantage of his ardour. He sent him to the Seljuq military camp, on a mis-
sion to assassinate the Grand Vizier. Tahir set off, determined to sacrifice his
life in the process and return to the love of his life. There was no doubt in any-
body’s mind as to the fact that he is marching towards his own demise.

After Tahir set off, Seiduna sent the next group of boys into the harem. The
Houries had to re-enact the scenes of life in paradise and present the illusion
to a new set of boy-warriors. Halima however, deeply in love with Tahir, could
not force herself to make love with another. She became aware of Seiduna’s
game, as she realized all these young boys, including Tahir, would be sent to
their deaths, and she committed suicide in despair.

Meanwhile, Tahir reached the Seljuq war-camp, tricked his way into the
Grand Vizier's tent, and stabbed him with a poisoned blade. The Grand Vizier,
though mortally wounded, immediately realized who had sent Tahir to kill him
in his own camp. He knew all about Seiduna and his plans. On his last breathes
he informed Tahir of Seiduna’s cruel deception. He told the young assassin of
the Gardens of Paradise, how they were nothing but a harem in the gardens
beneath the Alamut stronghold, and of the girls that were no more than slaves
bought by Seiduna and imprisoned at his castle. Before he died, the Grand
Vizier presented Tahir with the truth and sent him back to assassinate Seiduna
the false prophet.

On the way back Tahir thought deeply about all he had learned, especially
about Seiduna’s relentless and cruel method of defending his homeland from
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the Seljuq army. Firmly decided to kill Seiduna he returned to Alamut where
no one expected to ever see him again. The moment he saw the assassin re-
turn, Seiduna knew by what purpose Tahir’s life was spared. He ordered the
young man to be put into chains and then proceeded to explain his own life’s
mission to stop the advance of the Seljuq and their religion and in so doing de-
liver the Ismailis and their homeland from certain doom. He admitted to all the
deceptions he had committed against his soldiers and finally convinced him of
the necessity and inevitability of his actions.

Tahir realized the significance of Seiduna’s mission but only understood the
matter in all its depth when Halima, who had died because of her love for him,
spoke in his mind’s ear, and now as his muse revealed to him that love is above
all else. He no longer wanted to kill Seiduna. Free of all ties he set out into the
world and became a poet and philosopher.

Since the story is set in an eleventh-century Persian stronghold, let us turn
our attention to the Iranian music of the time. At the time, the Arabs had con-
quered Persia and assimilated a part of Iranian traditional music. This influ-
ence is the most important. After the eighth century, Persian singers could be
found in many Arabian courts. With them they brought their typical instru-
ments. The most common were: the long-necked lute (rut, rubab), two types
of harp: the upright harp (chang) and the horizontal harp (van), a bowed in-
strument called the kamacheh, percussion instruments (daira, kube, tonbak),
the timpani (kus) and two types of wind instruments—the flute type (nay) and
the oboe type (surnay). The official language in Persia at this time was Arabic
and the music theory literature was also written in the same language. The
great Arabic musician Alf-arabi (around 870-950), among other things, spoke
and wrote about Persian music. Later Persian music was also influenced by
Turkish, Mongolian and Turkmenian music.

Analysis

Characters:

Seiduna (bass)—leader of the Ismailis and commander of Alamut

Tahir (tenor)—member of the Fedaii and beloved of Halima

Halima (soprano)—the harem beauty, beloved of Tahir

Miriam (mezzo-soprano)—harem caretaker, a past love of Seiduna’s

Grand Vizier (bass-baritone)—the leader of the Seljuq army, leading the occu-
pation of Iran

Fedaii (a choir of 12 male singers)—Seiduna's select warriors

Daii (male vocal sextet)—military and religious chiefs (also science and art
teachers)

‘The Soldiers of the Grand Vizier (male choir)

3 teachers (tenor and 2 bass-baritones)

Suleika (non-singing role, flutist)—a harem beauty

Ballet: Houries, eunuchs, Seiduna’s warriors

Extras: Seiduna’s black guard, Courtiers of the Grand Vizier

The work is divided into three acts and 23 scenes.
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