Interview with Morteza Varzi
about the life and work of the singer Gholamhoseyn Banan
September 26, 1986

Mp3 of three 60 minute cassette tapes

Peggy (Margaret) Caton

The first interview tape begins with a copy of a 20 minute memorial program for
Banan on Radio Iran, by Khosrow Behruzi, March 7, 1986, which includes
interviews with those who knew him, including Morteza Varzi

These tapes include some of the background material for the article entry on
Banan for the Encyclopaedia Iranica (submission draft included here), the
complete revised version which may be found in
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/banan-golam-hosayn
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BANAN, GOLAMHOSEYN

Banan, Golamhoseyn (May 1911-February 27, 1986 Zﬁrdibehegt
1290-Esfand 8, 1364 A.S;7), one of the foremost Persian singers of
the twentieth century. He was known for the quality of his voice,“:

phenomenal memory, exactness of style, ability to match pdetfy

with music, and expressive interpretation of Persian poetry.
Banan was born into a prominent family in Tehran. His‘fééhé}
was Karim Kan Banan al-Dowleh, son of Mirza Fazlolldh Kin Mostowfi
NUri. His mother was the daughter of Mohammad Taqz Mirza Rokni
(Rokn al-Dowleh), who was the brother of Nager al-Din Shah (MRI:{S)QFE‘
Banan's home environment fostered artistic_development. The
family had four pianos and an organ (Malléb:B). His father sang”w
and played the tar (long-necked plucked lute) (Farrehi:Abol ﬁasan“ 
Varzi), his mother played the piano, and his maternal aunf blayed
the ney (end-blown flute). Once a week the friends of his father
came to an informal party (Eggg), bringing known musiciané of the
day (Mallah:3).
o Banan learned to pla? the piano ffbm his mother énd #Sﬁiavéiﬂé“

and accompany himself (MRI:13). He also listened to and imitated

recordings of his father's voice. His sisters studied the tar with :HJ

Morteza Ney Davud. Banan was present during his sisters' tar
lessons, and would learn and memorize the pieces to help'fhem
remember their lessons. One day his sisters aslked him to Sing fg}
Ney Dévud, who recognized his ability and persuaded Banén*s father

to let him study voice with him (Mallah:3-h4).

He began working with Ney Davud at age 11 and later began

his main vocal studies with the religious singer Zia al-Dakerin,

who was a rowzeh kan (religious narrator) and one of the favorite

singers of Banan's father (Mallah:5-6, Beliruzi). In addition to




his vocal repertoire, Banan learned the fine points of méféﬁing

poetry to music. Later he also studied wvoice with N5§er Seyf.

Banan was influenced by a number of other performers, both vocalists

and instrumentalists.
imitated the voice of

Adib X'ansari, who he

As a young man Banan listened to and
Jenab Damavandi. He was later impressed by

learned from indirectly by listening to his

tapes., Other singers who indirectly influenced his style were
Reza Qoli Mirza Zelli, Taherzade, Taj Esfahani, and Amir\Qasemz.:.w
Although there was no systematic vocal radif (repertoire) at that}m
time, there were different regional schools. Banan's style was
a combination of those found in Esfahan and Tehran (Varzi).

In addition to Persian singers he liked the style of Wééfefﬁle
classical singing and at times tried to sing like a Western
vocalist., His singing was influenced by the violin style ofi

Abol Hasan $abé, whose written repertoire (rad;f) was formulated

in conjunction with Zia al—?ékerfn (Varzi). The composers
Col. ‘Alinaqi Vaziri and Ruhollah géleqi also influenced hi;jéffl;;‘w
In school, Banan excelled in Persian literature. He was
known then and throughout his life for his prodigious memory and‘
ﬁis ability to pick up accents and impersonate movements and
speaking styles (Mallah:4-5), Banan began working for the
Department of Agriculture in 1936 and later for the Iranﬁérbnb

Company in Ahwaz. In 1943 he returned to Tehran, working for the

Ministry of TFood and eventually holding the responsibility for
distribution of bread coupons for the Department of Grain and

Bread (Mallah:8).

He began singing for Radio Tehran in 1942, He firsﬁﬁﬁé%;

formed with Abol Hasan §ab5's ensemble, which included both




Western and Persian instruments. These programs were broadcast

live, one or two evenings a week., Banan also performed regularly;:
with the National Music Society (Anjoman-e Musigi-ye Melli), which =
performed once or twice a month. This music society performed the
compositions primarily of Vaziri and Eéleqi, which wefe'eSSentiallyT?f
long vocal compositions (ta;nif) performed by a vocal soloist and |
accompanied by a large orchestra of Persian and Western J'_ns‘t:i'*umen'i:s:‘é
Banan was first interested only in performing avaz (traditional
singing). But Féleqi was impressed by Banan's voice and pefsuadé&h
him to sing these new compositions with the orchestra. Although
Banan did not read music, his ability to memorize allowed him to
learn these pieces easily, writing the néme of the gﬁshe (mode),
rhythm, rests, and orchestral interludes in the margin of the

lyrics (Mallah:11).

Banan alsoc performed regularly foruparties, both formal and

informal., When he was invited to formal parties, he would sing

avaz for several hours at the beginning of the evening, He paid

careful attention to his choice of poetry and the music to fit thém::“i

poetry, planning what he would sing by going over his notebook

at the beginning of the evening. For‘informal parties, he would
first entertain by telling stories and singing popular and comic e
songs, saving serious performance for late in the evening. Often
at these gatherings, he would improvise rhythmic pieces (éarbl),
accompanying himself on a drum.

Eventually his preference for singing led him td puréaé*af
career exclusively in music. The National Music Society hadvby
then divided into two organizations, the National Conservatory ofi‘h

Music (Honarestan-e Musiqf;ye Mellz) and the Flowers Program
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(Barname Golha, begun in 1955) (varzi). In 1953 he bebaﬁe“dﬁéhéf |
the first teachers at the Conservatory (ﬁallﬁh:9), although this

was secondary to his performing career. He taught instrumentaliéés'
and vocalists using the traditional oral method of instruction

(Mallah:12).

He continued to work for the radio two to three times a week,

performing 15-minute segments that included avaz and a short
ta§nif. He performed songs in the style of the day as weli”dé‘v
more classical pieces. These song compositions included works
by Ruholldh Kileqi, Nasrolldh Zarin Panje, ‘Alinaqi Vaziri,
Morteza Ma?jﬁbi, Akbar Mohseni, and CAl;. Tajvidi. Lyricists:fdr

these pieces included Rahi Mo(aeyeri and Navvab Safg.

He became one of the prominent singers to perform fof“tﬁé

programs "Colorful Flowers" (Golha-ye Rangarang) and "Eternal
Flowers" (Golha-ye Javidan)., These programs were a continuatiog
of géleqz's efforts to revitalize Persian music. They were’
arrangements and orchestrations of traditional Persian music; al6ﬁé&j;
with newer compositions that utilized basically Persian melodies
with Western orchéstration, harmonies, and interludes.

In 1958 Banan was in a car accident and lost the sigﬂ£ ihuhigﬁ
right eye. This incident had a profound impact on his singing.
Not only did it cause him to take his work more seriously, but
from that time he began to sing more rhythmic pieces that had

popular appeal (Mallah:13-15).

He retired from active singing around 1967, although ﬂe’

continued to sing occasionally at private parties. D

He was known to be generous and full of fun. He was‘wéii;;

informed and enjoyed philosophizing and discussing fine points of




musical performance. He was careful and exact in his own performance

and worked daily to improve his singing (RI:20). He did not perfdrm:”lé

for television, preferring to sing for a live audience. 'Since he
also did not perform in nightclubs or concerts, the majority of

people knew him only through the sound of his voice on radioﬁénd
recordings. He led a relatively simple life, singing almoSt'dailf ” .

for formal and informal gatherings. I o Ak

He had four marriages and two children. His first wife was

the sister of Col. ‘Alinagi Vaziri, well-known composer and per—
former., He was close friends for many yvéars with the family of

Morteza Varzi, whose recollections and musical insights have

greatly contributed to this biography.

Stvle of Singing

Banan was known for the quality of his voice as weil éé“fér

his style of singing. He had a relatively low-pitched, soft, and | .

vocal style. .
relaxed / His facial expression and singing style wete also

relaxed., The ideal vocal quality of his time had been high-pitchea"f'
and intense, possibly due to the tendency of religious singers to
project for their large audiences.,. Banan's wvocal quality was

greatly influenced by Jenab Damﬁvandi, whose voice was

high-pitched, but also soft and very relaxed.

L

Banan's style of vocal ornaments (tahrir) was also clear and

soft, gﬁleqi has likened it to the sound of pearls dropped on a

marble floor (Varzi). lis use of these vocal ornaments was
systematic in type, length, direction, and place. His use of rests
was also systematic. He knew how much and where to put a béUsé

in order to create and resolve suspense for the listeners.,’




Banan had knowledge of both Persian music and poetry. He was

a mystic and felt the art and history of Iran was expressea best

in its poetry (Farrehi). In selecting music for a poem, he was

careful to choose pieces (gushes) that fit the meaning of the
poetry. He was also careful to match the melody and ornaﬁéntéHtoﬁﬁ
the poetry and wés attentive to poetic interpretation. He never
put a ghazal to music until he had understood its meaning and
accepted it (Mallah:8), He had great contrel and musical skiilx
and expressed whatever meaning or feeling was in the poetry;
varying vocal quality, intensity, and timing.

He planned the essential outline and direction of hiéugérfoﬁaﬁées
shortly before he performed., At times he would modify the tradi-
tional order of the pieces to fit the poetry. He would also chooéé’ 

specific lines of a ghazal and at times would vary their order.

He then developed his musical expression and improvisation according

to poetic interpretation.

He developed a style that was uniquely his own, draﬁiﬁéﬁffbmlé? -
number of influences. He worked on his style in private; experi-
menting, innovating, and perfecting it. His favorite accbhpanisté;

Reza Varzande on the santur (hammered‘dulcimer) and Lotfollah Ma jd

on the tar, had developed the ability to play and to follow him

according to this style. He also enjoyed working with the‘pianistﬁu'w

Morteza Mahjubi and with the violinists Mehdi Kaledi, Mahmud

Taj Bak3, and Parviz Yahaqi (Varzi; Safa:193).,

Of his hundreds of recordings (?afé:195), the best-known

include ta§nifs and performances of avaz and tasnif from the
best-known works :

. . = (Y T - - REC i | F
Flowers Programs, His/ include: Mara (Aseql Seyda (‘€aii Tajvidi e

and Monir Taha), Karvan (Morteza Mahjubi and Rahi Mo‘aeyeri) with
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Aviz-e Deylaman, K aham-e Gol Kar Gardam (5v£2), Mo%taq-o %a;zgﬁh iy
(‘Alinaqi Vaziri and Sa‘di), Navi-ye Ney (Mortexa Mahjibi and |
Rahi Mo‘aeveri), Che Shirha (Abolgasem CKfef), Man Az Ruz-e Azai
(Morteza Mahjibi and Rahl Mo‘aeyeri), Amadi Janam Be Gorbanat | i
(Ru:pollal{ Kalegi and \Sjahri_yé._r) (Varzi), Atesin Laleh (Morteza |

Ma?jﬁbi and Rahi Mo‘aeyeri), and Masti-ve ‘ASeqan (Ruhollah E;led;‘

and Navvab Safd) (?af£:193).

Place in Persian Music

Banan's voice appealed to and was respected by a widéhVAriet§"i
of people. Although he was primarily a performer of tradi%ional

avaz and was trained in the dastgah system of Persian music,

he adapted to the musical trends of his day and performed the

more Westernized compositions of KXaleqi and others. He also

performed popular songs that appealed to people that did not
have a background in classical Persian music.

In addition to being teclhmnically skilled in both poetid

interpretation and musical expression, he was extremely versatile
and innovative. He carefully crafted his performances, ever

developing and perfecting his style. Beyond the expertise‘of hié

craft, Banan had great power of emotional expression and

communication and was able to touch people's hearts. He féak them“

avay from themselves, refreshing and transforming them spiritually.“i‘

The ability to place people easily into this state (hal) is
considered a unique gift and for this‘Banan became a legend ééﬁél‘ 

a supreme interpreter of Persian poetry and music.
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