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Introduction

Thank you for reading our book and coming on this journey with us.

This volume contains the play, which we wrote after our travels to
the Qandil Mountains of Kurdistan in 2018. Here you will meet some
of the female freedom fighters we fell in love with—Peyman, Ciwana,
Medya, Ronia, Tinda, and Gein. Peyman and Ciwana were our guides in
Kurdistan and have stayed in touch over the years. Their personal stories
continue throughout this book, beyond the time frame of our play.

The play is preceded by a conversation between Madeleine Thien
and us, which will provide you with more context into our experience
and creative process.

We also want to introduce more of the courageous women we met
and with whom Shahrzad spoke on her many journeys to Kurdistan
over the years. We want as many of their voices as possible on the page.
You will read intimate interviews with these women as they share how
they came to be freedom fighters.



We reflect on our personal relationships with the women in two
essays. We also want you to read some of the women’s poetry, to share
their artistry. Shahrzad captured hundreds of photos, and we have
included some of those as well.

We hope you fall in love with these women, as we did. We want you
to know them, to remember them. Some have since been murdered. But
here, they are alive. Here, their voices live on.

Jin, Jiyan, Azad?. Woman, Life, Freedom.

—Shahrzad Arshadi and Anna Chatterton, 2026
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[ ONE )
Our Connection

“Thinking about tomorrow
is a form of dignity.”

— Medya



We (Still) Have Hope

Shahrzad Arshadi and Anna Chatterton in
Conversation with Madeleine Thien

Madeleine Thien: How did Children of Fire begin for you?

Shahrzad Arshadi: Children of Fire—the beginning is my connection
to Kurdistan. During the Revolution in Iran, we had a short period
of —I don’t know, | can’t call it democracy—but this short period of
time, a few months after February 1979, when the streets were full of
people, young people. For our generation, we had a feeling of freedom.
From the beginning, the government was arresting people and execut-
ing people. But we also had power to do something, and for us, it still
felt like a window of opportunity.

Each neighbourhood in Kurdistan began starting unions—women’s
unions, women’s committees. Kurdish organizations were publishing
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their newsletters and sending them everywhere. Kurdistan, right from
the beginning, never trusted the government.

On March 8, a big demonstration happened in Iran. Then, in the
summer, the Khomeini government ordered an attack on Kurdistan. It
was madness. They were bombarding. But in Kurdistan it wasn’t just
certain intellectuals or certain groups of people resisting—the whole
of Kurdistan stood up. Women, mothers, old women—they were cook-
ing for people, they were starting clinics in each neighbourhood, and
schools for children in safe places since all the schools were closed.
Until now, until now, Kurdistan is the place that never gives up. That
was the life my generation learned from them.

I always say that if we’d had this courage, this unity, this ability to
organize, like Kurdistan, Iran wouldn’t be where it is now.

Of course, when | came to Montreal, I didn’t have a Canadian
passport for a long time. In 2005, at my first chance, | went to
Kurdistan—the Kurdish part of Iraq, not the Kurdish part of Iran,
because | can’t go back to Iran. There | met many friends who had
been part of the struggle in Kurdistan. Since then, my artistic work, my
documentaries, writing, and photos have been about Kurdish women.

I always hear, Middle Eastern women, oh, they are all victims, they just
cry for their children when they lose them. For me, it was: No. Middle
Eastern women are not just that. Of course you cry for your child,
but the Middle Eastern woman is much more. These are the women
nobody talks about.

Now, coming to Children of Fire— it was Anna’s idea. She wanted to
create this play about Kurdish women, but the story was different at
first. We worked a lot and talked a lot.

MT: What were those early conversations like? Do you think
together, educate each other, search for a form?
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Anna Chatterton: (to Shahrzad) | didn’t educate you.

SA: I've done performances, but | had no idea about plays. I've
worked with many artists, but Anna is incredibly generous with her
art, her knowledge. With Anna, | got the courage to enter a world I’'d
always loved.

Our conversations were about everything— Kurdistan, of course. |
know she was listening to the news about Kobani and Rojava, and | was
bringing a deep history to her. All this was sometimes overwhelming
for her because it was so crazy. For me, it’s natural, but for others, it’s
new. She’s incredibly generous about her art, but also humble about
learning. She was just open.

AC: | did have to ask about the history over and over, even when we
were there. It became more real when we were in Kurdistan. It was all
theory and questions before that.

I think it was when we were at the third camp that we said, “I think
this is the play” After listening to all the stories of the women we were
meeting, after hearing Shahrzad translating them; there was so much
important information to gather and stories to collect. Shahrzad was
giving me the abbreviated version,going right to the jugular,you know?

In the beginning, we were ensconced —if that’s the right word —at
Nightwood Theatre. They had an idea, based on other models, of how
to help us create this play, but I think they too didn’t quite know. We
had a week or two in a studio when we came back. All we did the
entire time was talk about what we had experienced; we were trying
to process what happened. That’s what the play ended up being about.
Women’s stories, front and centre, and, within that, our journey and
our relationship. Talking was our process.
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MT: In Children of Fire, the process becomes part of the material,
while also contextualizing history and the present, and creating
characters who speak for themselves. You said there was the differ-
ence between theory and practice. Can you say more about this?

AC: | thought the play was going to be fictional characters based on
the real. Based on history and real women. | thought the play was
going to be fictional. Well, just as we say in the play, my original idea
was bogus. We didn’t know what this play would be, but | knew at that
point what the play wasn’t going to be.

I thought, Well, if these women, if they’re there in Kurdistan and
they’re so important to Shahrzad, shouldn’t | try to meet them if | can?

Shahrzad was collecting stories, gathering stories, because that’s
what Shahrzad does when she goes to Kurdistan. That's what she’s
always done. | always remember you saying, Shahrzad, that you were
so glad that you just brought audio equipment. That even though
you’re a filmmaker, you didn’t bring video equipment. | didn’t fully
understand, but | thought it was intriguing. Of course, you were
taking photos—1 got a master class in photography just from follow-
ing Shahrzad around and seeing what she was photographing, seeing
what struck her.

So | was going there to meet Peyman and these women for whom
I had so much respect. But to make them real in a play...it was really
only when | experienced it that | could really feel it in my skin.

We had talked about the possibility that maybe I didn’t need —we
didn’t need —to go there to write this play. Shahrzad felt that strongly,
but maybe that was because we were talking about a different kind of
play. Shahrzad was gathering these stories, but we weren’t thinking
about that work as the play. Shahrzad was just doing what she does
as a documentarist and an activist—a documentarian? Is that the
right word?
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MT: And also a mix of documentarian and archivist, which feels
also very right.

AC: Yes, and it was only when we were there, and | kept repeating,
“Well, what did she say? What did they say?” that | thought, Here are
the stories. It suddenly became clear. | had never created a play like this
before. | knew there were plays in a documentary style, but | wasn’t
very familiar with them. So, for me, it was new. How to handle this kind
of material and make a play out of it.

It became more and more obvious that these women’s stories
needed to be the play. Because these women were the heroes.

SA: And they are so poetic in every aspect of their life. They are, they
are—they live. | was reading Ciwana’s letters, and | was talking to
these women —they’re poets...

AC: Naturally poetic. Yes.

SA: The way they speak, the way they write, the way they live their
life. And it’s not just because they went to the mountains, because
they’ve got guns in their hand and they want to fight. It’s not that.
They really live in the most beautiful way. They respect nature. They
respect the animals around them. They are so careful with everything
that surrounds them. They don’t burn things that shouldn’t be burned.
We talk about environment a lot, but...each time I live with them, |
understand how important this environment is and how much we
have to care for it.

For all these reasons, even in my documentaries, | never add narra-
tion. Why do | have to add anything to it? They are telling their story.
Of course, for the play it was different. We added our story because it
was important to do so.
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AC: Originally, the play was four hours long. Bea Pizano, the director,
told us, “We can’t ask people to sit this long. They won’t be able to
focus and engage in the same way.” Bea, an activist herself and some-
one who strongly believes in these women’s stories, knew we couldn’t
ask the audience to sit for that long and engage with the material in
the way we wanted them to.

So it was very heartbreaking for Shahrzad, in particular, to have to
cut the text, the stories. Maybe because I’m a playwright, I’'m more
ruthless. As a writer, you’re used to throwing away the babies or throw-
ing away the bathwater, you know. (to Shahrzad) | always remember
you saying, every time we cut something, “It’s like a knife in my heart”

SA: Yes.

AC: It’s true what you say about the poetry. We talked about that so
much when we were there, how they live life like art. How aesthetic
they are in these beautiful surroundings, how respectful they are, how
they recognize that they are encroaching... For instance, the mice are
not in their way. They’re in the mice’s way.

SA: Yes, | told you—

AC: So I, you know, I’'ve—

SA: Go ahead, go ahead!

AC: Go ahead.

SA: Yes, | will. After you. | will tell a story after.
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AC: Well, as a writer, | was listening to how vividly and poetically they
spoke. (to Shahrzad) And recently, reflecting on that again when you
sent us Ciwana’s letters... It’s like they’re just setting it down organi-
cally, without trying, without... It feels like they’re just telling us this
very—I can’t think of the word —epic experience of being with nature
all the time, and also of being with death all the time. Sometimes, as
a playwright, | do feel that people in dire circumstances are naturally
more poetic.

MT: Maybe it’s about coming toward the essential things. Those
things stay at the forefront of their language and their thinking,
and it makes a unity, maybe, which leads to what we then perceive
as poetic and transcendent. | think...it’s quite startling because of
the physicality of their existence. What was the story, Shahrzad?
You mentioned...

SA: Well, I was in this camp. | guess it was 2018. We were sitting in one
of these caves dug inside the mountains and | was feeling something
moving. Peyman said, “It’s okay, it's a mouse” | said, “Oh my God!” |
said, “How hard it is for you to live here!” and “It’s very disturbing for
you?” She said,“No, we disturbed their existence, they didn’t disturb us.
This is their life. We came here, and they are living here”

AC: That’s a totally different perspective.

SA: Absolutely. Here, if you find mice, you have to either kick it out or
kill it. No, this is their nature. We are here. We are capturing their nature.

AC: They did have a kitty cat, remember?

SA: They brought a little cat there. Yes.
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AC: They let nature take care of it.

MT: In the play, Shahrzad says of Peyman, “l feel 1 saw my
own daughter after a very long time” Can you talk about this
relationship?

SA: | think, leaving our country, we are leaving behind family. So we
always find—Ilearn to find —family in friends. | learned the deepest
aspects of this when | was with these women. | learned from them. It’s
really different, how much love you receive from them. Because all of
them, from a very young age, had to leave behind their entire family.
Some of them can never even visit them. And so, their comrades are
their family. They live for—they do everything for—each other. They
give, for real, their lives for each other.

They worried about me when | was there, they took care of me. They
were giving me the best spot to sleep. You could feel that everything
was coming from love, this love they have for humanity, this love they
have that they give to each other. And, Maddie, if you go one day, you
will love them. You will be in love with them. They are giving, they are
generous. And this is because they learned it. They learned that, yes,
you have to fight to make things. There is struggle and it’s important.
But without love, this struggle doesn’t mean anything. I’ve been with
many leftist and other organizations all my life, and this is the differ-
ence between these women and the rest. To make a difference in this
world, you have to be able to love more.

AC: | always think about how you’ve said that if you didn’t have a
responsibility to your son, to your grandchildren, you would be with

them. You would live there.

SA: Absolutely, absolutely.
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