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Figure 1: A portrait of Uvanis Uhaniyan.

Uvanis Uhaniyan (Ovanes Ohanian), also known as Uvanis
Uganiyans (1896-1960), the director of the first feature film
in Iranian cinema, led a mysterious life. Historians have often
been puzzled by the inconsistent statements of Uhaniyan and
those close to him about his place of birth, name, education, oc-
cupation, cinematic activities and political inclinations, leading
to the creation of different and paradoxical narratives about his
works and his past. Consequently, some historians have called
Uhaniyan a storyteller and some, a charlatan. Since the day he
came to Tehran, he had been telling stories about his past, none
of which could have been verified.



In the 1950s, the magazine ‘Ittila‘at-i Haftigi (The Weekly
News) wrote in a biographical sketch of Uvanis Uhaniyan that
he was born in Mashhad, 1 although Uhaniyan himself had men-
tioned in an interview with the same weekly that his birthplace
was the Caucasus.? Thirty years later, a note by Uhaniyan was
discovered which revealed that he believed he was born in the
Caucasus in a village called Tugh in the Nagorno-Karabakh
region.’ Khanbaba Mu‘tazidi Khanbaba Mu‘tazidi, one of the
first cinematographers of the Iranian cinema and Uhaniyan’s
collaborator in his first film, once said that Uhaniyan was born
in Ashgabat in Turkmenistan based on what he had heard from
Uhaniyan’s daughter, Zima.* Most historians of Iranian cinema,
including Hamid Naficy, believe that Uhaniyan’s birthplace is
Ashgabat® However, since Uhaniyan was ethnically Armenian,
some have also considered his family immigrants from Arme-
nia.°

Uhaniyan has given two different accounts of his childhood:
in one narrative, he said that after he was born, his parents im-
migrated from Iran to Uzbekistan and he was educated in the
Trade School of Tashkent. Then, he took an interest in the arts
and went to Moscow to study at a filmmaking school.” In an-
other narrative, he said that he immigrated with his mother from
the Caucasus to Turkmenistan to live with his father who had
a cotton factory in Ashgabat. He mentioned that he studied law
and cinematic affairs in Ashgabat and was a judge at the judicia-
ry for a period of time.® He had also claimed that he was chosen
as Iran’s consul in Siberia in 1921 by the Imperial Government
of Iran, but he got tired of living in Russia after a while and
returned home.’
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Figure 2: A portrait of Uvanis Uhaniyan in his youth.

The important point is his education at the Moscow Film
School, where he got familiar with the principles of directing,
acting, and scriptwriting.'” According to Uhaniyan himself, af-
ter graduating from this school, he participated in the first Mos-
cow Film Congress in 1928, where Sergei Eisenstein, Vsevolod
Pudovkin, and Aleksandr Aleksandrov were also present. Based
on this narrative, Uhaniyan was a member of the central com-
mittee of the Supporters of Soviet Cinema from 1926 to 1928
before his acceptance in the Soviet Cinema Experts Group in
1928. In the same year, he became a member of the general
board of photo and film exhibition in Russia. Shortly after, he
was one of the five people responsible for reviewing and cen-
soring films. In the same year, he went back to Turkmenistan to
become the founder and the president of the country’s Board of
Cinema. He established the first screenwriters’ circle in Turk-
menistan and even tried to establish an acting school in its cap-
ital."! These claims were never verified and the name Uhaniyan
does not appear in the documents related to the establishment of
cinema in Turkmenistan.

Several reasons are mentioned for Uhaniyan’s return to Iran.
He himself said that he came back to his country at the request
of the ambassador of Iran in the Soviet Union with a recom-



mendation letter from him for establishing cinema in Iran.'? His
friends, however, quote him tell another story. For example,
Ahmad Gurji, one of Uhaniyan’s students, related that before
coming back to Iran, Uhaniyan had been involved with a group
in Baku in the making of a film called Rah-i ‘Al bih Anzali
(Ali’s Way to Anzali) or Chigtinah AlT bih Khanah Muraji‘at
Kard (How did Ali return home)!'* Uhaniyan had observed that
in one scene of the film, canons were pointed toward the bor-
ders of Iran, as if the enemies of the people of Baku were the
Iranians. When he had objected to the producers, he was not
taken seriously, which offended him and led him to decide to
return to Iran and stay.'

It seems that after his return, Uhaniyan first went to Mashhad
and then, in 1929, to Tehran. There are narratives, however, tes-
tifying that he immigrated to Iran in 1925 and lived in Mashhad
for about four years.!> In 1925, Miisa Khan I’tibar al-Saltanah,
the chief of Mashhad’s armory, built a movie theater in that city
and appointed a young Armenian called Monsieur Ughanuff
as its projectionist. The identification information of Ughanuff
completely matches with that of Uhaniyan.'® However, Uhani-
yan never mentioned this anywhere.

For Uhaniyan himself, as for most of the historians of Iranian
cinema, Uhaniyan’s artistic life begins in 1929 when he goes
to Tehran with his daughter, Zima, who was born in Ashgab-
at, and whose mother Lydia, had not come to Iran. Uhaniyan
was employed in 1929 at the police school, where he worked
as a teacher. Apparently, his documents showing his legal ed-
ucation and at the trade school gained him his employment. In
this period, he was trying to get closer to the Iranian society and
think of Iran as his homeland, against the beliefs of most Arme-
nians who believed that they were living in diaspora. Therefore,
Uhaniyan’s emphasis on “being Iranian,”, as he later asserted
in his interviews, was not in agreement with the views of the
Armenian community. Moreover, at that period, the majority
of Armenians in Iran were against the Soviet Union and most
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of them were members of Iran’s Dashnak, the Armenian Rev-
olutionary Federation (IRF), which fought against the Bolshe-
viks in various ways.!” The suspicion toward immigrants was,
more than anything else, due to the spies that came to Iran from
the Soviet Union and infiltrated the political groups that were
against the Soviet communist regime. It may well be the rea-
son why Uhaniyan told yet another story to the Armenians of
Iran about his return: that he escaped the Soviet Union on a
carriage and got himself to Afghanistan and then, after three or
four sleepless nights, came to Iran.'®
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Figure 3: A picture of Uvanis Uhaniyan with his family.

In 1930, Uhaniyan was contemplating making a film, at a time
when Reza Shah Pahlavi had explicitly prohibited photography
and filming in the streets of Tehran due to the murder of Robert
Imbrie, the Vice Consul of the United States in Tehran.!® Also
influential in this decision was the making of two documentary
films, Grass: A Nation’s Battle for Life (1925) and Yellow Ex-
pedition (1934),% since Reza Shah believed that Western film-
makers only intended to show the weaknesses of the country.
That was the situation in which Uhaniyan intended to make a
film, while he did not even have a specific story or a cast or crew
to work with. First, he had to find collaborators for producing
the film. Uhaniyan believed that theater actors were generally



addicted to talking while in cinema, facial expressions play the
main role because films were silent at the time?' He therefore
decided to start an acting school and train students in the art of
screen acting. Uhaniyan needed money for founding his acting
school, and the person who invested in the school was Grisha
Sakvalidzah, better known as Grisha Sakal, the Georgian owner
of Sinima Mayak in Tehran who had come to Iran after the Bol-
shevik revolution.?

On 12 April 1930, the ‘Ittila‘at newspaper published the first
advertisement for the acting school. The second advertisement
was published the next day.” That the advertisement of the act-
ing school invited women and girls for learning acting was an
significant as in those days, acting was forbidden for Muslim
women and most of the theater actors were Armenians or Zo-
roastrians. Unconcerned about the existing limitations in Iran,
Uhaniyan invited women to register at his school, although no
women signed up in the first semester.

“Madrasah-i Artisti-’i Stnima” (The Screen Acting School)
was Iran’s first acting school. A few schools were already es-
tablished for stage acting in Iran, but no one had thought of
founding a school for cinematic arts. Therefore, Uhaniyan is
also credited as the founder of cinematic schools in Iran.

The first semester of the Acting School began on 10 May 1930.
Three-hundred people had registered at the school and were
supposed to learn the crafts of acting, photography, calisthen-
ics, boxing, fencing, ballet, Eastern and European dance, screen
acting techniques, and acrobatics. But the school’s license was
revoked only a few days after classes started due to the inclu-
sion of the word “school” in the title of this art institute. Ac-
cording to the Iranian law, “schools” were required to obtain
their licenses from the Ministry of Education, had to follow a
specific curriculum and had to use experienced teachers. The
Acting School met none of those standards. Uhaniyan wrote
a letter to the Ministry of Education and emphasized that he

French automobile company.
This film was banned in Iran
because of its depiction of the
poor people in the villages in
the west of the country, the
journey of the nomadic tribes,
women in black chador, etc.

2'Fanis-i Khiyal, part one.

20ne of the first movie
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1927 on Ittihadiyah Alley, off
Lalahzar Street.
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1930, 4.
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had been assigned by the Iranian government to receive cine-
matic education and that the police had granted him his work
license.”* He signed this letter as Uvanis Uganiyans.as he seems
to have been better-known as “Uganians Uganians” in the art
society. Later, Uhaniyan chose other names for himself and was
seldom called with his original name in Iran.

Figure 4: Diploma of Ohanian’s Artistic Cinema School.

On the other hand, Uhaniyan wrote in this letter that he had
been assigned by the Iranian government to study cinema in
Moscow; a claim for which he did not produce any evidence.
The problem of the Acting School was solved after a month by
changing the word “school” to “educational center”” and Uhani-
yan went on with his job.

Twelve people graduated from the first semester of the Acting
School. Uhaniyan decided to make his first film with the help
of those graduates. Before starting to shoot films, he found-
ed named “Pers Film,” the first filmmaking company in Iran.
“Pers” in the title was a form of “Persia,” the name given to Iran
by other countries at the time.

Inspired by the films of two Danish comedians Harald Madsen
and Carl Schenstrom, who were well-known as Pat and Pata-
chon, Uhaniyan wrote a scrip titled AbT u Rabi (Abi and Rabi)



for a film in several acts, each with a comic or adventurous and
action story.” These stories were theses written by the students
of the Acting School. Uhaniyan had put them together and add-
ed just two new pieces. The title Abi and Rabi was taken from
the names of two students who were acting in the film: Muham-
mad Zarrabi and Ghulam-°AlT Suhrabi. The last three letters of
the name Zarrabi and the last four letters of the name Suhrabi
made up the title Abi and Rabi. Uhaniyan wrote comic stories
for these two characters; for example, one of them was drinking
water but the other one’s stomach was getting swollen, or one
of them was run over by a heavy roller and got flattened and
the other one entered the room and hit him on the head with a
hammer and he got short but wide. The other acts featured other
graduates of the school. The first act was about three homeless
beggars who were dying of hunger and cold weather. The sec-
ond act was a prison escape story, and the third act showed three
thieves in action. The next two acts made a short comedy about
the trial of an uneducated dentist, and the last act was composed
of acrobatics and variety shows; For instance, the main actor
would lift a 104-kilogram bar with one hand and hammered a
nail with the other hand, he would tear up a copper tray with
bare hands, he would break large cones of sugar with the strike
of a finger, etc.

Figure 5: Muhammad Zarrabi and Ghulam-*Ali Suhrabi in the film Abi and Rabi, directed by
Uvanis Uhaniyan, 1930.

2Arbi Avanessian, theater and
cinema director, said in an
interview in 2002 (in Handes,
the Armenian literary and
artistic quarterly, no. 5) that
Abi o Rabi was influenced

by the Armenian director
Hamo Beknazarian’s Shor and
Shorshor in the first place,
which was itself influenced by
Pat and Patachon. Shor and
Shorshor was made in 1926
and Avanessian believed that it
taught Uhaniyan how to bring
a story from the western world
to the east and get inspired by
it instead of copying it.
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The cinematographer of Abi and Rabi was Khanbaba Mu‘tazidi
who had worked previously at the Gaumont Studio in France.
Mu‘tazidi and Uhaniyan owned twenty-five percent of the
shares of the film, and Sakvalidzah owned the other seven-
ty-five percent. Shooting began in November 1930, although
most of the negatives that reached Iran were decayed. In such
circumstances, Uhaniyan showed his creativity by using pos-
itives instead of negatives, although parts of the film were of
low quality because of different lighting. The film was ready for
screening in December 1930.

AbT and Rabi, the first feature film in Iranian cinema, was pre-
miered on 2 January 1931 in Stnima Mayak for journalists and
government officials. The film was received warmly by jour-
nalists as most of them welcomed a feature film made in Iran
by an Iranian cast and crew.?® The only copy of Abi and Rabi
remained in the possession of Sakvalidzah, the main investor
of the film. This copy was burned in a fire accident in Stnima
Mayak in 1932. Today, there is nothing left of this film except
for a few photos and the report of the stories of some of its acts.
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Figure 6: Poster for the film Abf and Rabi, directed by Uvanis Uhaniyan, 1930.

Nonetheless, after the success of Abi and Rabi, Uhaniyan sud-
denly changed tracks. He founded an institute called Fidirasi-



yun-i Bayn al-milali-i Majami‘-i Tahqiqat-i ‘Ilm1 (The Inter- 21755@1’ Uvanis Uganiyans,
national Federation of Scientific Research Societies) in Tehran

and announced that his aim was serving humankind by con- T;J;ﬁd’ Uvanis Uganiyans,
ducting research on science and art.?” To become a member of

the federation, one had to be a university graduate or have done zlgggsi:lag:fbgnma;:z:n
valuable services and research in scientific fields. Uhaniyan se- adaptation of the love story of
lected famous literary and political figures as the vice deans of \S,zgéﬁla;:éfr:’f: aiden Il))(})/et
the Federation, and corresponded as its president with famous in the tenth century A.H.
people such as Cecil B. DeMille, Rabindranath Tagore, and “lytilaat Newspaper, Year 7,
Adolph Zukor. He also granted honorary doctorates to each of ~ no- 1702, May 21, 1932.
them on behalf of the federation®® In the letters that he sent to

these people, he introduced himself as Professor Uvanis Uhani-

yan/Uganiyans, but he never mentioned his field of study. In a

short period of time, Uhaniyan wrote letters to Louis Lumicre,

Alexander Korda, Abel Gance, Frank Capra, Rouben Mamou-

lian, Vsevolod Pudovkin, and D. G. Phalke and announced to

them that they had become honorary members of the Interna-

tional Federation of Scientific Research Societies, although

none had made such a request.

In February 1931, Uhaniyan returned to cinema and advertised
for the second term of his Acting School. Just like the first term,
the advertisement invited both interested men and women to
register at the school. To solve the problem of the religious ban
on men teaching women, Uhaniyan hired a woman to manage
the female section of the school: Fakhr al-Zaman Jabbar Vaziri,
who later acted in the film Shirin u Farhad (Shirin and Farhad)
directed by ‘Abd al-Husayn Sipanta.”® A year later, in 1931, the
names of the graduates from the second term were published in
‘Ittila“at newspaper and it turned out that there were no women
among them.** Uhaniyan had announced the number of gradu-
ates to be thirty-three, while only the names of eighteen people
were published in ‘Ittila“at.
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Figure 7: A portrait of Fakhr al-Zaman Jabbar Vaziri.

In those days, most of the Islamic clerics in Iran had forbid-
den watching films and acting in them. They considered the
screening of films and performing music and theater as “tools
for spreading the forbidden and promulgating debauchery.”
They had thus issued a decree of excommunication for anyone
who watched films or acted in them. It was Shaykh Fazl-Allah
NiirT who banned watching films in cinema for the first time in
circa 1907.3! Since then, Muslim clerics have not had a positive
attitude towards cinema. This attitude helped Uvanis Uhaniyan
find the subject of his second film.

Haji Aqa Actur-i Stnima (Haji, the Cinema Actor), Uhaniyan’s
second film, focuses on the issue of depicting religious men in
cinema. The film is about a director who is looking for a new
subject. One of his students called Parviz tells him about an
incident that happened to himself. Parviz’s father-in-law works
in the bazaar and is known as Haji Aqa. Parviz and his wife
wish to be screen actors, but Haji Aqa is against it. The director
decides to make a film about Haji and make him change his
mind. With Parviz’s help, he outlines a plan: Haji’s servant is
asked to steal his watch so that Haj1 chases the thief, and the di-
rector follows him with his camera. At the end, they use a trick
to make HajT enter a movie theatre and he watches himself on



the screen. At first, HajT gets upset, but when the spectators =~ “Habiballah Khan Murad,

one of the film’s shareholders,

find out he is present in the theater and clap for him, he is de- played the role of Haji Aqa.

lighted and agrees that his daughter and son-in-law continue Habiballah Murad (1906-1978)
was one of the first actors and

aCting. pioneering artists of Iranian
cinema and the owner of
Cinema Murad. In the 1950s,
he appeared in Love Intoxi-
cation (1951), Mother (1952),
Bizhan and Manizhah (1958)
and Twins (1959). He owned
Cinema Murad, too.

Figure 8: A still from the film Haji, the Cinema Actor, directed by Uvanis Uhaniyan, 1933.

To produce the film, Uhaniyan needed money and for the first
time he put up all the shares of the film for sale. To raise the
two-thousand-toman budget for the film, he divided this sum
into forty shares of fifty tomans each and announced that any-
one who wanted to do something good in cinema can buy a
share and participate in the making of Haji, the Cinema Ac-
tor. He himself bought four shares and a police colonel named
Magqasidzadah-Furiizin bought twelve shares. The entire budget
was still not collected. Uhaniyan got creative again, and for the
first time, he approached businesses and made them sponsor the
film. A watch shop and a movie theater paid him to advertise for
them, and he shot a part of the film for free at the newly-opened
Café Pars in Tehran.*

Selecting an actress for the leading role proved to be a problem.
Uhaniyan intended to give this role to Fakhr al-Zaman Jabbar
Vaziri, but his close friends advised him against casting a Mus-
lim woman in the film and warned him that it could spark harsh

12
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reactions from the hardliners and religious groups. As a result,
he gave in and asked Asiya Qustaniyan, an Armenian actress
who had formerly acted in a film in Egypt** In Haji, the Cinema
Actor, Uvanis Uhaniyan and Zima, his nine-year-old daughter,
also played short roles.

Figure 9: Astya Qustaniyan in the film Haji, the Cinema Actor, directed by Uvanis Uhaniyan, 1933.

The cinematographer of this film was Paolo Potemkin, Khan-
baba Mu‘tazidi’s assistant. The main problem in the production
of the film, however, was the lack of a proper camera. The only
camera that they had access to did not have an electric motor
and someone needed to keep spinning the wheel on the side of
the camera.

To avoid the constant spinning of the motor handle of the cam-
era, Uhaniyan found an innovative solution. He asked a student,
Kazim Sayyar, from the Acting School who also worked as a
tailor, to get him a sewing machine. He then attached the ma-
chine to the wheel of the camera to make it spin steadily and
therefore solved the problem of the old camera.

But the budget shortage made the shooting of Haji, the Cinema
Actor last for about two years. To provide the money, Uhaniyan
turned to theater production, including a show that he called



“live cinema.” On 12 September 1933, the ‘Ittila‘at published
an ad for this show, announcing that Bachah-i Mafqiid (The
Missing Child), directed by Uvanis Uganiyans, will be on stage
for seven nights featuring forty-one artists of cinema and the-
ater.>

Five months later, in February 1933, Haji, the Cinema Actor was
ready for screening. The film premiered on 1 February 1933, for
government officials and journalists at Cinema Royal.** But the
commentaries were mostly negative this time. The quality of
the picture, which was either too dark or too bright, caused the
most criticism.*® The film was also a failure at the box office.
Most historians believe that the screening of Dukhtar-i Lur (The
Lur Girl), the first talking film in Iranian cinema, on 21 No-
vember 1933, was the main reason for the failure of Uhaniyan’s
film since people were no longer pleased with silent movies.*’
Uhaniyan’s second film was screened only thirteen days in Teh-
ran. Most of the investors of the film complained to Uhaniyan
for the low sales and even took the properties of the office of
Pers Film Company as compensation. The only copy of the film
was in the possession of Habiballah Khan Murad, the lead actor
and an investor of the film, and was not shown to anyone for
years.

Uhaniyan was not disappointed by this failure. He was deter-
mined to work in cinema, and continued by developing the third
term of his Acting School. But this term never took place. At the
same time, in order to draw the attention of the Iranian officials
to film production, he referred to the history of Iran in an article
in the Iran newspaper and wrote that the best thing to do is to
make films about the lives of poets and historical figures of the
land, such as Firdawsi. The Firdawsi Millennial Celebrations
were scheduled to be held in Tehran on those days.*® However,
‘Abd al-Husayn Sipanta, an Iranian in India, had already started
making a film about Firdawst’s life, and no one was willing to
invest in Uhaniyan’s next film.*

3#ttila‘at Newspaper 1032,
September 12, 1932.

3Ittila‘at Newspaper, January
31, 1934.

*Iran Newspaper 1341, Febru-
ary 5, 1934.

SLur Girl, directed by
Ardashirkhan Trani, 1933, fea-
turing ‘Abd al-Husayn Sipanta
and Ruhangiz Saminizhad.

*#[ran Newspaper, May 31,
1934.

¥Firdawsi (1934), directed by

‘Abd al-Husayn Sipanta, Impe-
rial Film Company of India.
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“Benoy Kumar Sarkar had

a Ph.D. in Economics but
worked in different fields

of social sciences. He was
giving lectures at Calcutta
University from 1925, focusing
on extreme nationalism.

Sarkar was trying to invite
Hindu youths to fight against
communists. Later, he became
a proponent of the Nazis,
argued that Adolph Hitler’s
leading method was benevolent
dictatorship, thus support-

ing the establishment of the
Nazis in India. Savitri Devi’s
original name was Maximiani
Julia Portas. She had studied
philosophy at the University
of Lyon in France but was also
engaged in political activities
early on and was a member

of Greek nationalist groups.
She had become so interested
in this group and their beliefs
that she abandoned her French
nationality and accepted Greek
nationality. It was well-known
that she had taken a trip to
Palestine in her youth and upon
her return, had become attract-
ed to Nazi ideology. She was
trying to make a connection
between Hinduism and Nazism
to attract young people to her
thoughts and activities through
her rhetoric. During the 1930s,
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For two years, Uhaniyan made several documentaries about
the railway system and the Constitutional Revolution cel-
ebrations with the help of Khanbaba Mu‘tazidi and Paolo
Potemkin. His family members reported that in this period,
he staged a few plays, including an opera titled Parvanah
(Butterfly).* although there are no records of the staging of
this opera. It is likely that the report is only based on Uhani-
yan’s words.

In 1938, Uhaniyan announced that he received an invitation
from the Imperial Film Company in India to go there and make
a film.*! First, he went to Ashgabat with his daughter to see his
wife, Lydia. In addition to this meeting, Uhaniyan intended to
start an acting school there,*> but he was hindered by bureau-
cratic obstacles. Later, he claimed that he made a film called
Gul va Tt Ulmaz in 1938 in Ashgabat, although, according to
the archives of Turkman-Film, the Turkmenistan National Cin-
ematheque, and the Russian Cinematheque, no such film has
ever been made.

Uvanis Uhaniyan went to Calcutta, India, with his wife and
daughter at the outbreak of World War II. Uhaniyan later
claimed that he established an acting school in Calcutta.** He
introduced himself as the president of the International Federa-
tion of Scientific Research Societies and granted honorary doc-
torates to Benoy Kumar Sarkar and Savitri Devi.* This aroused
the English military’s suspicion as both figures were supporters
of the Nazi ideology. The English officials assumed there was
a connection between Uhaniyan and the supporters of Nazism.



Figure 10: Uvanis Uhaniyanhanians in India.

While sojourning in Calcutta, Uhaniyan took some classes in
traditional medicine and claimed that he has received a medical
license from the Calcutta Medicine School. Later, he said in an
interview in Iran that he took some courses with Indian ascetics
and mastered the properties of medicinal herbs.*

But Uhaniyan wished to make a film in India and therefore went
to Bombay alone. In order to draw the attention of Indian Parsis,
he went to Sazman-i Lig-i Iran (Iran League Organization) and
presented diplomas and honorary doctorates to several members
of the organization.*® Uhaniyan made a speech at the degrees
award ceremony and requested the Parsis of Bombay rescue
cinema by investing in it and rivaling Hollywood.*” However,
the Parsis of India demonstrated no interest in investing in a
film by this director.

Devi worked as an agent who
gathered information about the
English forces and gave them
to the Germans.

““Ittila‘at-1 Haftigl, no. 831,
33.

“Iran League was one of the
two organizations founded in
1922 by the Parsis of India.

Its function was sending
presents and financial aid to the
Zoroastrians of Kerman and
Yazd in Iran. Its founders were
influential and wealthy Parsis
living in Bombay, and the
organization had an important
role in building schools and
hospitals in Iran.

“ran League Quarterly, Octo-
ber 1938.
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Figure 11: A poster showing Uhaniyan alongside Indian actors.

During his stay in Bombay, Uhaniyan used to introduce himself
as the president of the Asian Film Academy. He also invented
a device under the name Professor E. G. Uhaniyan. Called the
“Uhaniyan System,” he claimed that the device made it possible
to shoot a scene with twenty cameras and the sound could be
synchronized in or outside the studio.*®

In 1941, he was arrested and imprisoned in Bombay, India, for
collaborating with the Nazis. The English authorities were sus-
picious of his relationship with ‘Abd al-Rahman Sayf-Azad, an
Iranian journalist residing in Bombay, who was suspected of
spying for the Nazis, and therefore arrested both Uhaniyan and
Sayf-Azad. Additionally, he was in trouble because of the hon-
orary degrees he had presented to Sarkar and Savitri Devi. The
English authorities kept him in prison for several months and
released him after they realized that he was innocent. He later
claimed that he had collaborated with the English authorities
and invented a weapon that was the main factor in their victory
over General Rommel in Africa. He said that to help the English
in their war against the Nazis, he had designed a parachute to
which gasoline could be injected through a pipe and explode
when hitting the ground or soldiers.*



Uhaniyan returned to Iran in 1951. This time, he was alone and 1°§;f)ralllll Sinima (20 October
had adopted the new name Riza Muzhdah, claiming that he had

converted to Islam. He was therefore known to different groups ;I:;r;llj;g‘”l‘s(lz‘l“irz“al‘g;q“e
with different names Uganiyans, Uhaniyan, and Riza Muzhdah.

He opened a beauty salon in Tehran under the name Riza Mu-

zhdah and started treating baldness. Uhaniyan invented a med-

icine called “Bioherin,” which supposedly cured baldness. He

also claimed to have made two other medicines, a pill called

“Stomatin” which was meant for all types of gastrointestinal

diseases, from stomachache to intestinal cancer, vomiting, con-

stipation, and bloating. His other medicine was called “Romat,”

which he claimed healed rheumatic fever, muscular rheuma-

tism, arthritis, and even acne. But in 1953, several patients who

had not been cured filed complaints against him at the Ministry

of Health, and his license was revoked. From that time, Uhani-

yan continued his work in secret and without a license.

But the thought of cinema never left him alone. In 1954, Uhani-
yan announced that he was going to make a film called Savar-i
Sifid (White Rider) and published casting announcements in
cinematic publications.”® In order to show his determination
in making this film, he even started shooting riding scenes in
a desert without the main actors. The shooting stopped due to
the uncertainty of the plot, the failed search for the main actor,
and high production expenses. After that experience, Uhaniyan
started moving away from cinema, although in 1960 he applied
for financial aid from Iran’s Bureau of Radio and Advertise-
ment to make a film called Riza Shah-i Kabir (Reza Shah the
Great).”!

In the seven years after his attempt at making The White Rider,
He spent most of his time treating patients. In 1957, he said
in an interview that he was busy inventing various things. He
claimed to have made a vertical take-off airplane called Parastt
(swallow), and to have designed a bomber capable of flying
nonstop for twenty-five hours at a speed of 1,500 kilometers
per hour, with the ability to land on both land and sea. He also
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claimed to have designed a flying bus named “Autohydroplan”
which would transport a large number of passengers, and stated
that he was thinking about inventing flying saucers that could
transport passengers at high speed.’? These claims were met
with different reactions. In the press, some people made fun of
him and some people, including the guild of garage owners in
Tehran, protested the invention of passenger flying machines as
they argued it would lead to their unemployment. None of the
alleged inventions came to fruition.

Until 1961, Uhaniyan was secretly practicing medicine and was
engaged with his inventions. But on 23 June 1961, the Tehran
Tax Office noticed that Uvanis Uhaniyan had not paid his taxes
for any of his inventions, and they sent him a bill for sixty thou-
sand tomans. Uhaniyan suffered a stroke after seeing the tax bill
and died in the hospital a while later.>

Stories about Uhaniyan’s death are also inconsistent. Arad,
Uhaniyan’s first child from his second wife, believed that on
the night of his death, his father had gone to the court to negoti-
ate the production of his Parastt airplane, and when he returned
from the court, he told him that he had been poisoned and died
due to toxification.>* However, Ashraf Karimzadah, Uhaniyan’s
second wife, believed that he had had a fight with his partner at
his medical office, and had suffered the stroke as a consequence
of stress.*

The inconsistent stories about Uhaniyan’s death resemble all
the other aspects of his life. He lived and worked for almost six-
ty years under the names Uhaniyan, Uganiyans, and Riza Mu-
zhdah, and experimented with various jobs, including teaching,
film and theatre directing, practicing medicine, making medi-
cations, and inventing army equipment. Ultimately, however,
he is remembered in relation to cinema, as the founder of the
first cinema school and the first filmmaking company, and the
director of the first feature film in Iran.



