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The Alawi Shrine as described by British traveler Freya
Stark in 1937
Lect. Wassan Sahib Eidan(Phd)
University of Kufa: College of Arts

wasans.algburi@uokufa.edu.ig

Abstract

The holy shrines held significant interest for British travelers and
foreign officials, not merely as places of worship and connection with
God, but also as sanctuaries where deceit and fraud were not tolerated.
Consequently, all foreign travelers and officials agreed on the
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importance of visiting these shrines, including the Imam Ali Shrine
(Al-Margad Al-Alawi Al-Shareef). This shrine draws Shi'ite
Muslims from all over the world, and it is through its embrace of the
remains of Imam Ali ibn Abi Talib (peace be upon him) that the city
of Najaf Al-Ashraf has gained its historical and religious importance
throughout time.

Historically, the figures who earned their rightful place in the
development of human societies were predominantly male. The role of
women was limited, tied to society's perception of women, confining
their roles to the family, raising children, and preparing life's social
necessities. Significantly, even advanced Western systems only
diverged from this path in later stages. Dr. Kamal Mazhar Ahmed
notes that "even the capitalist system did not shake this reality much,
despite its requirements imposing equality between men and women
and opening the doors of work wide for them. Therefore, it does not
seem strange that during the heyday of capitalist development
between the two World Wars, a European leader like Adolf Hitler
(1889-1945 AD) would appear to affirm the conviction that women
were created only for childbearing and the kitchen—an opinion that
still prevails in our Eastern societies to this day. This reality forced the
names of women in dictionaries of prominent figures and celebrities to
be confined to a very narrow corner. If, by way of exception, one of
them emerged onto the public stage, she would become the talk of the
town and a byword."

This context underscores the choice of a British female figure who
had a clear, albeit varying, impact on the political, social, and
intellectual events in Iraq during the monarchy and whose works
enriched the Iraqgi historical library: Freya Stark (1899-1993). She
was a woman whose interest in Iraq was part of her broader
fascination with the East. Her work complemented a previous, more
extensive effort by another British woman destined to play a
prominent role in the contemporary history of Iraq during its
formative stage: Miss Gertrude Bell (1868-1926). Bell served as the
Oriental Secretary at the High Commissioner's House (1923-1926), in
addition to being a traveler enchanted by the allure of the East. She
roamed its lands and eventually found herself in Iraq, where she was
captivated and ultimately buried after her death in 1926.

Freya Stark's observations on Iraq, particularly her visit to the holy
city of Najaf Al-Ashraf in 1937, are considered invaluable. Najaf
holds a special distinctiveness compared to other cities, being a
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religious center and the resting place of the remains of Imam Ali ibn
Abi Talib (peace be upon him).

Keywords: Imam Ali Shrine, Traveler's Observations, Freya
Stark.
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