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Some Thoughts on Hafez

BY ROBERT BLY


MOST OF THE THINKING poems we admire by Wordsworth or Wallace Stevens proceed in a gentlemanly way down the page, and we all love that. But Hafez’s poems move in a jagged manner. Encouraged by the ghazal form, which asks for a poem to begin again with each stanza, Hafez constantly interrupts his own flow of thought in a way unusual to us. A stanza on the glory of the countryside in spring will be followed by an aggressive attack on fundamentalists in the next stanza, and that followed by a stanza hoping for the door of mercy to be opened.

One has to be light on one’s feet to read a Hafez poem all the way through. A poem of his might begin in some pre-historical time, before the creation of human beings, and that would lead directly to a description of Muhammad as a fisherman with a net or to a complaint that Hafez is wasting his life.

Hafez gives out a hundred blessings each time he lays out a poem. He tells secrets of the inner life, praises wine, and describes the gorgeous complications of certain poems written long before his.

Something in the opulence of his language reminds us of Andrew Marvell; something in his swiftness reminds us of the young Shakespeare. Beyond these, we sense some ability to leap that many of us have never experienced before. He says:


No one has ever seen your face, and yet a thousand

Doorkeepers have arrived. You are a rose still closed,

And yet a hundred nightingales have arrived.



Hafez often teaches the poets to write about the world before this one. He praises the taverns inside Shiraz, the fields outside, the upper lips of beautiful women, the charm of wine and conversation, and the beauty of young men or young women. But always he wants us to remember


The pearl that was never inside the shell of space and time.



And we as a people are so used to being inside space and time, inside boring sermons and bad streets, that when we ask others about the pearl, we tend to inquire from “people lost at the ocean’s edge,” in other words, from people like us.

But he says there is someone called “the tavern master,” who knows a lot. He is hinting here at the old Zoroastrian religion, which was the religion in Iran before the Muslims came. He asks:


Last night at the tavern,

When I was drunk and ruined, what glad news

Did Gabriel bring from the invisible world?




Since our natural home is Paradise, he turns to the reader and asks:


Your perch is on the lote tree in Paradise,

Oh wide-seeing hawk, what are you doing

Crouching in this mop closet of calamity?



He is not going to be overly cheerful with us:


Let the nightingale

Lover cry. Cry on. This is a place of wailing.



The English that we use in poetry now has unfortunately lost much of the moxie, fierceness, and complicated beauty that was in English at the time of Shakespeare, and so, in order to be fair to Hafez, we ought to reach for some romantic, complicated, or unusual words. But we usually fail.

We have to be clear that much has been lost in these translations. We can mourn over that, but translating them ten more times probably wouldn’t do any good.


Don’t allow your inward being to be hurt by what

You have or have not. Be glad, because every

Perfect thing is on its way to nonexistence.
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356

HOW BLAME HAS BEEN HELPFUL




We are drunken ecstatics who have let our hearts

Go to the wild. We are musty scholars

Of love, and old friends of the wine cup.



People have aimed the arrow of guilt a hundred times

In our direction. With the help of our Darling’s eyebrow,

Blame has been a blessing, and has opened all our work.



Oh, dark-spotted flower, you endured pain all night,

Waiting for the wine of dawn; I am that poppy

That was born with the burning spot of suffering.



If our Zoroastrian master has become disgusted

With our way of repentance, tell him, Go ahead,

Strain the wine. We are standing here with our heads down.



It is through you that our work goes on at all;

Oh, teacher of the way, please throw us a glance.

Let’s be clear about it; we have fallen off the path.





Don’t imagine us to be like the tulip, who is preoccupied

With its goblet shape; rather look at the dark

Spot of grief we have set on our scorched hearts.



“Hafez,” you say, “what about all your intriguing colors

And ingenious fantasies?” Don’t take our language seriously.

We are a clean slate on which nothing has been written.











414

MY CLOAK STAINED WITH WINE




Last night I walked, sleep-stained, to the door

Of the tavern. My prayer rug

And my patched cloak both were stained with wine.




A young Zoroastrian boy stepped tauntingly

From the door; “Wanderer, wake up!”

He said, “The way you walk has the stain of sleep.




“Our place is a tavern of ruin, so

Wash in clear water, so that you

Will not leave stains on this holy house.




“You are yearning for the sweet lips of boys;

But how long will you stain your spiritual

Substance with this ruby-colored wine?



“The way station of old age is one to pass

Cleanly; don’t let the robe of honorable age

Be stained as it was by the rashness of youth.




“The great lovers have found their way

Into the deep ocean, and drowned

Without ever taking one stain from the sea.





“Become clean and pure; come up

Out of nature’s well! How could purity ever

Be found in well water stained with mud?”




I said to the Soul of the World: “A book of roses

Has no fault. How could the season

Of spring be stained by pure wine?”



The Great One replied: “Just cut out selling your friends

These subtle ideas.” “Hafez,” I said,

“The grace of the teacher is often stained with rebukes.”











22

THE NIGHT VISIT




Her hair was still tangled, her mouth still drunk

And laughing, her shoulders sweaty, the blouse

Torn open, singing love songs, her hand holding a wine cup.




Her eyes were looking for a drunken brawl,

Her mouth full of jibes. She sat down

Last night at midnight on my bed.




She put her lips close to my ear and said

In a mournful whisper these words: “What is this?

Aren’t you my old lover? Are you asleep?”



The friend of wisdom who receives

This wine that steals sleep is a traitor to love

If he doesn’t worship that same wine.




Oh, ascetics, go away. Stop arguing with those

Who drink the bitter stuff, because it was precisely

This gift the divine ones gave us in Pre-Eternity.





Whatever God had poured into our goblet

We drank, whether it was the wine

Of heaven or the wine of drunkenness.




The laughter of the wine, and the disheveled curls

Of the One We Love…How many nights of repentance—like

Hafez’s—have been broken by moments like this?











75

THE WORLD IS NOT ALL THAT GREAT




The stuff produced in the factories of space and time

Is not all that great. Bring some wine, because

The sweet things of this world are not all that great.




Heart and soul are born for ecstatic conversation

With the Soul of Souls. That’s it. If that fails,

Heart and soul are not in the end that great.




Don’t become indebted to the Tuba and Sidra trees

Just to have shade in Heaven. My cypress friend,

On second glance, those trees are not all that great.




The true kingdom comes to you without any breaking

Of bones. If that weren’t so, achieving the Garden

Through your own labors wouldn’t be all that great.




In the five days remaining to you in this rest stop

Before you go to the grave, take it easy, give

Yourself time, because time is not all that great.




You who offer wine, we are waiting on the lip

Of the ocean of ruin. Take this moment as a gift; for the distance

Between the lip and the mouth is not all that great.





The state of my being—miserable and burned

To a crisp—is proof enough that my need

To describe my condition is not all that great.




You puritans on the cold stone floor, you are not safe

From the tricks of God’s zeal: the distance between the cloister

And the Zoroastrian tavern is not, after all, that great.




The name of Hafez has been well inscribed in the books,

But in our clan of disreputables, the difference

Between profit and loss is not all that great.
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