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Abstract

Professor Mirella Galletti, a great friend of the Kurds, died in Rome on 4 September
2012. Mirella’s work is of inestimable value to the field of Kurdish Studies and her
publications cover not only the history, society and traditions of the Kurds, but also
the Christian minorities of the Middle East, particularly those of Iraq and Kurdistan.
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The wotld of Kurdish Studies is in mourning. In less than three years, two great
women have passed away suddenly: Professor Mirella Galletti died in Rome
on 4 September 2012, and one year later, on 23 October 2013, Professor
Ol'ga Ivanovna Zhigalina died in Moscow (see the obituary by Khanna
Omarkhali, in Kurdish Studies, 2(1), 2014 pp. 75-79.) The news of Mirella’s
death came like a thunderbolt and shocked us all. It fell to Mirella’s beloved
niece and nephew, Serena and Andrea Galletti, to announce the news that
stunned and saddened her friends and colleagues throughout the world.

Mirella Galletti, a great friend of the Kurds, was born on 25 February
1949 in a town near Bologna, Italy, into a family whose members had partici-
pated in the Italian resistance. She received her PhD in Political Science in
1974 from the University of Bologna, with a thesis on “The Political Structure
and Cultural Values of Kurdish Society”. She then studied journalism and ob-
tained her degree in journalism from the same university. From the 1970s on,
she travelled in the Middle East, particularly Kurdistan. She received a re-
search grant from the Italian Foreign Ministry that enabled her to undertake
her earlier field studies. In 1974, shortly after obtaining her Ph.D., she went to
Kirkuk in Iraqi Kurdistan, where she met Kurdish intellectuals and political
leaders. When the Iraq-Iran War broke out in 1980, she was in Tehran. In
June 1988, in the Beqaa Valley in Lebanon, Mirella Galletti was one of the
first Europeans to interview Abdullah Ocalan, leader of the Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party (PKK). In September 1988, she was in the refugee camps in Tur-
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key’s Kurdistan at Yitksekova, where she met thousands of Iraqi Kurdish ref-
ugees who had fled from Saddam Hussein’s chemical warfare.

Dr. Galletti was a member of the Kurdish Institute of Paris from its
foundation in February 1983 and a member of the Reference-Group of the
Kurdish Library in Stockholm from 1998. She had been on the Committee of
the Journal “Ftudes kurdes” published by the Kurdish Institute of Paris since
2000.

In 1990-1991 Galetti was Visiting Professor of Kurdish History at the
University of Bologna. In 1996-1997, she was Visiting Professor of Kurdish
history and Culture at the University of Trieste, while participating in interna-
tional conferences. She wrote for many magazines and journals, among them:
Oriente Moderno, Acta Kurdica, Journal of Assyrian Academic Society, The Journal of
Kurdish Studies, Etudes furdes, Kervan, La Porta d’Oriente, Millenovecento, 1! Regno,
Mondo ¢ Missione.

In 1992, we were in Iraqi Kurdistan together and in April 1994 she lec-
tured at both the Salah al-din University in Erbil and at the Sulaimaniya Uni-
versity on the “Italian Contribution to Kurdology (13% to 20t century)”. Dr.
Galletti returned to Kurdistan again in 2005. In 2006 Mirella spoke at the First
World Congress of Kurdish Studies in Erbil and in 2011 at the Second World
Congtress of Kurdish Studies at Duhok. During the 2000s, she taught the Law
of Islamic Communities at Venice’s Ca’ Foscari University and the History of
the Transnational Peoples of Western Asia at Milano Bicocca University. In
2008, she was appointed Professor-Researcher at the Second Naples Universi-
ty, at Caserta, where she taught Arab and Islamic History.

During her lifetime, Mirella Galletti published 18 books and dozens of
papers covering not only the history, society and traditions of the Kurds, but
also the Christian minorities of the Middle East, particularly those of Iraq and
Kurdistan. She also published widely on Iraq and Syria and many of these
studies have been translated into Kurdish, Armenian, Turkish and Arabic.
When asked what she wanted to achieve with her work and her career, she
replied “to know and make known the living conditions and difficulties of the
Kurdish and Islamic world” and to observe “other cultures with empathy and
without prejudice”. Mirella imparted her enthusiasm for her research to the
students under her supervision and many have expressed their extreme grati-
tude for her academic passion and immense generosity.

As a true scholar of Kurdish Studies, Mirella Galletti worked on all as-
pects of Kurdish social life. She was particularly fond of some of her studies.
She was for example proud of having discovered a painting of the famous
Battle of Chaldiran. In 1997, during her holidays in Sicily, she was on a visit to
the magnificent Mirto Palace, in central Palermo. There she was astonished to
find a large painting of a war scene hanging above the mantelpiece of a chim-
ney in the Rose Salone of this princely Palace. It depicted a battle which was in
fact the battle of Chaldiran that occurred in 1514, a crucial event in the history
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of the Ottoman and Safavid dynasties, and especially in that of the Kurds. By
pure chance, Mirella had run into the first, and perhaps the only picture of
this famous battle. This painting, measuring about 3.5 m by 2 m bore neither
date nor signature. Beneath the war scene was a long Italian inscription de-
scribing the battle between Sultan Selim I and Shah Esmail I, as well as posi-
tions and numbers of the Ottoman forces. It seems that no one before Mirella
had shown any interest in this canvas, preserved for unknown reasons in a
palace in Palermo. In the West, it is a rare and probably unique witness of an
event that occurred at the borders of the Ottoman and Persian Empires, ech-
oes of which even resounded as far as in Europe. Specialists have since dated
the painting to between 1580 and 1650. Mirella published a long paper on this
painting, first in Kervan, Rivista Internationale di studi afroasiatici 11 (July 2005)
and then in Paris in Studia Iranica 36, 2007, pp. 65-86. Following these publica-
tions Mirella was invited by a group of Turkish historians to Istanbul to talk
about the painting. They were very impressed by the importance of this work
and invited her to speak at several meetings during her stay in Istanbul.

Mirella was also interested in the Assyrians, Chaldeans, Syriac- Catholics
and Orthodox Christians of Kurdistan, who are among the oldest Christian
communities in the world. Her approach to the Christians runs through all
her research on the Kurds, whether archival or in the field. On this topic she
noted:

Since I was a student my main interests were in the Kurds and Kur-
distan. But whenever I met Kurds I found that the Christians also
had their particular qualities ... My interest in the Christian com-
munities was also nurtured by the fact that in those decades, the
1970s and 1980, I was collaborating with Catholic magazines that
were among the few to publish works on the Kurdish problem. In
those years the Italian left wing usually considered Saddam Hussein
an ally of the Soviet Union, and the conservatives on the other
hand, were making money from Iraqi oil, so both were silent about
the massacres of the Kurds and Anfal period...!

Writing about the Christians of Kurdistan was, for her, a way “to show
my affection for the whole region and, at the same time, to give an overview
of the Christians and their history. My basic topic is the history and problems
of the Christians of Kurdistan. I analyse both the Christians of Kurdistan and
the Christians from Kurdistan.”

Her work “Le Kurdistan et ses chrétiens” was published by the editions du
CERF, Paris 2010, p 399, with a preface by Louis Sako, the Chaldean Arch-
bishop of Kirkuk and a postscript by the blackfriar Jean-Marie Mérigoux. It
analyses the relations between the diverse communities of Kurdistan, particu-
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larly the Christians. It contains pages written by missionaries and travellers in
previous centuries, documents preserved in the archives of the Italian Ministry
of Foreign affairs and in those of some religious orders, especially the Black-
friars. The numerous testimonies regarding Assyro-Chaldeans collected be-
tween 1980 and 2007 cover a considerable length of time — and they are many
more than had previously been published. They throw fresh light on the past
and present of the religious community. The bibliography is substantial.

Mirella loved good food. With her friend Fuad Rahman, a restaurant
owner in Torino who was originally from Kirkuk, she wrote a book about
Kurdish cuisine (“Kurdistan. Cucina e tradizioni del popolo curdo”, Ananke,
Torino 2008) that was so successful that it was translated into several lan-
guages. “My goal is to provide the reader with a broader knowledge of Kurd-
ish cuisine, its relation to the surrounding populations as well as with its own
culture”. Before offering the delicious recipes of Kurdish cuisine from Kirkuk
(including some from Mahabad) that Fuad Rahman provides for his lucky
Torino guests, Mirella related at length the history of Kurdish cooking from
its origins. She stresses the link between the land of Kurdistan and the food.
While this cuisine pays little attention to the political borders, it has been de-
veloped and elaborated by contact with some of the Kurds’ closest neigh-
bours: the Jews, the Armenians, the Assyrio-Chaldeans and the Turcomans,
with whom exchanges were numerous and constant.

Mirella also took an interest in Kurdish donkeys to whom she devoted a
lengthy study. Like some Kurdish intellectuals she stressed the importance of
preserving this animal and the extent to which Kurdish society was indebted
to it. “For the mountainous Kurds, the donkey (“4¢7”) and the mule (“és#r”)
have been essential to daily life, from ancient times to the present. Their pres-
ence is vivid in the Kurdish culture with hundreds and hundreds of proverbs,
fables and tales” (“L’Gne dans la société et la culture kurdes - passé et present” In: Re-
vute d’Ethnogootechnie, 87, Paris 2010).

Mirella’s funeral took place on Saturday, 8 September 2012 at 4.30 p.m. in
the Basilica dei SS. Apostoli, Piazza Santi Apostoli, near her home. The
church was filled with relatives, friends, colleagues and public figures from the
scientific world as well as official representatives from Iraq and Kurdistan. Dr.
Saywan Barzani, Iraqi Ambassador to Italy, with whom she had forged close
links of work and friendship, came with the entire Embassy staff. Present as
well were the Iraqi Ambassadors to the Vatican, to the United Nations and to
the Arab League and their colleagues. Also present was Monseigneur Haddad,
Melkite Greek-Catholic Archbishop, president of the Bucca de la Verita Cultur-
al Centre, who had known Mirella well and who was the only person asked to
make the funeral oration. In an eloquent manner, Monseigneur Haddad re-
called the importance of Mirella Galletti’s work, which, as he reiterated several
times, has allowed the Christian communities living in the Middle East since
time immemorial, and aspiring to continue living in peace and harmony with
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their Muslim neighbours, to become better known. He not only stressed
Mirella’s erudition but also her kindness and generosity.

Among the throngs surrounding Mirella’s family, more particularly her
dear nephew Andrea and niece Serena and their children, we should be men-
tion Anna Tordenti, her childhood friend, Dr. Paola Orsatti, Professor of Per-
sian Language and Literature at the “La Sapienza” University of Rome, Pro-
fessor Angelo-Michele Piemontese, of the University of Rome, Dr. Claudio
Caprotti, Professor of ancient languages and Mirella’s colleague, Professor
Gian-Maria Piccinelli, President of the Jean Monnet Faculty of the Seconda
Universita degli studi of Naples, where Mirella taught, the Arabic specialist
Professor Isabella Camera d’Afflitto of “La Sapienza” University. 1 was
among the several dozen other colleagues and friends, many of whom had
come from great distances, and who were all distressed at the sudden loss of
this exceptional woman.

On Saturday 27 October at 4.00 p.m. at the Kurdish Institute of Paris we
paid tribute to Mirella Galletti, together with her family and a large audience
of academics and friends. Several of them spoke and offered their testimony.
Kendal Nezan, President of the Kurdish Institute recalled his long discussions
with Mirella, while Ephrem Isa Yousif, a Chaldean philosopher and author of
many works about Mesopotamia, whose memory of Mirella was “of an atten-
tive friend who wrote kind and wise accounts of two of my books in some
Italian reviews. At a symposium at Nusaybin, in Turkey, to which I had invit-
ed her, in 2002, Mirella played an important role — it was she who answered
the local media in English or in Italian. She was a friend of the Kurds — and
also of the Assyro-Chaldeans. She was an intelligent and endearing personali-
ty”.

Hamid Bozarslan, Professor at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales,
in Paris, said: “I wish, by these few words to recall the memory of a very gen-
erous member of our Institute. My memory of Mirella is, above all, of a per-
sonality of great contrasts: her extreme modesty forbade her any public visibil-
ity, any title of nobility yet as a pioneer, she has left a multitude of profound,
voluminous works that place her very high in our community’s eyes. Without
her self-denial and hard work we would still be in the dark regarding many
pages of Kurdish history...”

Salih Akin, Professor at Rouen University, said: “Like many researchers
working on the Kurds and Kurdistan I was very moved by the sudden death
of our friend and colleague Mirella ... During the two Congresses on Kurdish
Studies that we attended in Kurdistan, we often had occasion to discuss the
different aspects of her research into the history of the Kurds and their tradi-
tions. I was always surprised by the scientific light she brought to bear, the
lucidity of her approach and the profundity of her knowledge of Middle East-
ern societies. With Mirella’s death Kurdish Studies have lost a great specialist
in Kurdish history”.
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We also received many expressions of friendship from those who were
unable to make the journey to Paris, including: Seywan Barzani, Iraqi Ambas-
sador to Rome; Professor Mohsen Ahmad Omar, head of the French De-
partment of Erbil’s Salah ad-Din University; Dr. Najat Abdulla, Secretary of
the Kurdish Scientific Academy in Erbil; Dr. Paola Orsatti, Lecturer in Per-
sian Language and Literature at La Sapienza University in Rome; Dominican
Father Eric de Clermont-Tonnerre, President of the Directory of Editions du
Cerf; Olivier Rouault, Professor of Ancient Near Eastern Archaeology at
Lyon 2 University; Maria-Grazia Masetti-Rouault, Director of Research at the
Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes in Paris and Philip Kreyenbroek, Professor
of Iranian Studies at Georg-August University of Gottingen.

Mirella was my friend for over thirty years. I loved her greatly. My home
in Paris was her second home. My family had adopted her and she was part of
it. Her sudden disappearance breaks our hearts. Mirella was not only an ex-
ceptional person, kind, attentive to others, always grateful for the slightest
thing we did for her — she was also an exceptionally competent person, and
enthusiastic about her work on the Kurds. She kept informed about all the
events concerning Kurdistan and took part in them with great feeling and
sensitivity. She was a great friend of the Kurds, whom she loved deeply. She
leaves behind a fascinating and very rich work of inestimable value to Kurdish
Studies. All of us, her friends who loved her, and her colleagues, will miss her
warm, friendly and always cheerful presence.

The following bibliography of Mirella Galleti’s work is far from exhaus-
tive:

1974: Struttura politica e valori culturali nella societa curda, Doctoral thesis under the
direction of Professor Antonio Marazzi. Universita degli studi, Bologne.

1975: “L’ultima rivolta curda in Iraq”, In: Oriente Moderno L1/, 9-10, Rome.

1978: “Sviluppi del problema curdo negli anni 1975-1978”, In: Oriente Moderno,
anno LVII, 9-10, Rome.

1978: “Curd e Kurdistan in opere italiane del XIII-XIX secolo”, In: Oriente
Moderno, anno LVIII, 11, Rome.

1987: Kurd 7 Kurdistan la nusrawakani 1tali da, la saday sézdam - nogdam (Kurds
and Kurdistan in the 13%-19t century Italian texts), trad. Jasim Tawfiq,
(ed.), Binkay Hangaw, Stockholm.

1990: I Curdi nella Storia, Vecchio Faggio Editore, Chieti.

1990: “Sviluppo del problema curdo negli anni ’80”, In: Oriente Moderno, 1-6,
pp- 75-125, Rome ; 7-12.

1991: “I Curdi nella il guerra del Golfo”, In: Oriente Moderno nuova setie,
anno X, 1-6, Rome.

1991: “Bollettario 17 (dir); Qadrimestrale di scrittura e critica, Associazione cul
turale Le Avanguardie, Modéne.

1993: “Kurdistan, un mosaico di sei popoli”, In: ARES, Rivista di Politiche In
ternazionali ¢ Conflitti Emici, 1. Editore Centro di Ricerche Etnico Politiche
Internazionali, Maltignano.
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1993: “Cenni sulla letteratura curda”, trad. de Bdzne, In: Almanaco 1 etterario,
Edizioni della Lisca, Milan.

1994: “Kurdistan : I giochi regionali proseguono: I Curdi in Iran, intervista a
Mustafta Hijti”, In: Politica Internazionale n° 3, Rome.

1994: “La politica italiana verso assiri e curdi”, In: Storia Contemporana n° 3,
Bologna.

1994: “Kurdistan: A Mosaic of Peoples”, In: Acta Kurdica, the International Jonr
nal of Kurdish & Iranian, Exrivan.

1994: “Ahmad Khani ‘Mem G Zin™: L’amore per la patria”, In: Forma di Pa
role, Rivista Internazionale di letteratura, 3e série, 2e année, 4, Crocetti Editore,
Bologne.

1994: “Kurdistan, polveriera dimenticata : un popolo in cerca di una pattia
sicura. Minoranze in pericolo : gli assio-caldei. ‘Noi, vasi di coccio tra
arabi e curdi ?,”” In: Mondo e Missione, Milan.

1995: “Italian Policy Toward Assyrians and Kurds”, In: Journal of the Assyr
tan Academic Society, 1X(2), Santa Barbara.

1995: “The Woman’s Role in the Kurdish Society according to European Lit
erature”, In: [ran-Nameh, 1(11), Tehran.

1996: “Cristiani d’Iraq. Un esodo senza terra promessa”, In: Mondo e Missione,
Milano.

1996: “La terra di tutti gli olocausti. ‘Quand Hitler seppe quello che Saddam
fece ai curdi pianse ?”, In: Corviere della Serra, Milan. 2 September 1996.

1996: “Intervista con Abdullah Hassanzadeh, Segretario Generale del PDK
Iran”, In: Politica Internazionale, anno XXIV, nuova serie, 3-4, Roma.

1996: Favole curde, Campomarzo Editrice, San Lazzaro di Savena.

1999: I Curdi un popolo transnazionale, EAUP, Fondazione Internaionale Lelio
Basso, Rome.

1999: “Shakir Hasbak: un intellettuale iracheno ponte tra Arab e Curdi”, In:
Oriente Moderno, XX1, 2-3, Rome.

2001: “Perché I Curdi non hanno uno Stator” In: Africana, Rivisti di Studi
Extraeuropeti, Pise.

2001: “Western Images of the Woman’s role in Kurdish Society”, In: Shahr
zad Mojab (ed.), Women of a Non-State Nation: The Kurds, Costa Mesa (Cali
fornia), Mazda Publishers.

2002: Le relazioni tra Italia e Kurdistan, Quaderni di Oriente Moderno, Instituto
per I'Oriente, Napoli. Un recueil de cing etudes: Curdi e Kurdistan in
opere italiane dal XIII al XX secolo, Kurdish cities through the eyes of
their BEuropean visitors, “La politica italiana verso assiri e curdi (1920-
1943)” Storia contemporanea, XXV, 3 (1994), “Le fonti diplomatiche italiane
sull’'lraq 1922-19507, Ifalia contemporanea, 212 (1998), “Kurdistan: A mosaic
of Peoples”, Acta Kurdica, The International Journal of Kurdish & Iranian Stud-
zes, 1 (1994).

2002: Incontri con la societa del Kurdistan, Name, Genoa.

2003: Cristiani del Kurdistan, Assiri, Cattolici et Siro-orfodossz, Editore Jouvence,
Roma.
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2005: “Kirkuk: The Pivot of Balance in Iraq. Past and Present”, In: Journal of
Academic Assyrian Studies, 19(2), Santa Batrbara.

2005: “Sakir Hasbak: Un intellettuale iracheno ponte tra Arabi e Curdi, In:
Oriente Moderno, vol. 2-3.

20006: “Studi italiani sulla lingua curda”, In: Loquentes Luingis.

2006: Storia della Siria Contemporanea, Popoli, Instituzioni e cultural, Tascabili
Bompiani.

2007: “La Bataille de Chalderan dans un tableau du XVle siecle”, In: Studia
Tranica t. 36, Paris.

2007: “I Curdi da vinti a vincitori ?” In: I/ Ponte n° 11, Roma.

2007: “Utficiale, medici e funzionari italiani, tra Impero ottoman e Persia”, In:
Oriente Moderno, Roma.

2008: Kurdistan. Cucina e tradizioni del popolo curdo, Ananke, Torino.

2008: “Some Catholic Sources on Jazira (1920-1950)”, In: Kervan -Rivista Inter
nazionale di Studi afroasiatici, Torino.

2008: With Fuad Rahman “Kurdistan, Cucina e tradizioni del popolo curdo”,
Torino.

2009: “Cuisine and Customs of the Kurds and their Neighbors”, In: Journal of
Assyrian Academic Studies, 23(1), Santa Barbara.

2010: Le Kurdistan et ses chrétiens, Editions du Cetf, Patis.

2010: Kiirt Yemek Kiiltiirii, Avesta Yayinlari, Istanbul.

2010: “L’ane dans la société et la culture kurdes - passé et présent” In: Revue
d’Ethnozootechnie, 87, Patis.

2011: “Vatican Dispatches on Assyro-Chaldeans, Kurds and Turkey (1935-
1939). The Secretary of State Eugenio Pacelli, later Pope Pius XII and the
Apostolic Delegate to Turkey, Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli, later Pope John
XX, In: Journal of Assyrian Academic Studies, 25(1-2).

2011: “Cotrespondance between Eugenio Pacelli, Secretary of State and An
gelo Giuseppe Roncalli, Apostolic Delegate to Turkey (1935-1939)” In:
Surdi sull Oriente Cristiano, Academia Angelica-Costantiniana di Lettere,
Aerti e Scienze, Rome.

2011: “La bilancia giuridica nel Kurdistan iracheno (1920-1992), 11 Libro et
la Bilancia, Sudi in memoria di Franceso Castro, Tom1, Napoli.

2011: Iraq, il Cuore del Mondo, 1raqi Embassy, Roma.

2011: Iraq, the Heart of the World, Iraqi Embassy, Roma.

2013: Storia della Siria Contemporanea, Popoli, Instituzioni e cultural, Tascabili

Bompiani (revised and enlarged edition).
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