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FACES OF LOVE

HAFEZ AND THE POETS OF SHIRAZ

Together, Hafez, a giant of world literature; Jahan Malek Khatun, an eloquent princess; and Obayd-e Zakani, a dissolute satirist, represent one of the most remarkable literary flowerings of any era. All three lived during the fourteenth century in the famed city of Shiraz, a provincial capital of south-central Iran, and all three drew support from arts-loving rulers during a time better known for its violence than its creative brilliance. Here Dick Davis, an award-winning poet and widely considered “our finest translator of Persian poetry” (The Times Literary Supplement), presents a diverse selection of some of the best poems by these world-renowned authors and shows us the spiritual and secular aspects of love, in varieties embracing every aspect of the human heart.
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Hafez

My friend, hold back your heart from enemies,

However old, incapable,

Last night she brought me wine, and sat beside my pillow;

A flower, without a friend’s face there, I think

I see no love in anyone,

The orchard charms our hearts, and chatter when

Sweet lips and silver ears – that idol’s elegance

Come, boy, and pass the wine around –

No one has seen your face, and yet

To tell you now my poor heart’s state

Thanks be to God now that the wine-shop door

Wine in my glass, and roses in my arms,

Go, mind your own business, preacher! What’s all

Welcome, sweet flower, no one’s

Come, so that we can scatter flowers

A corner of the wine-shop is

Come, tell me what it is that I have gained

Those days when loving friends would meet –

Lost Joseph will return to Canaan’s land again

Last night, news of my departed friend

What’s all this hiding happiness and wine away?

I’ve known the pains of love’s frustration – ah, don’t ask!

That you’re a pious prig by nature

I saw the green fields of the sky,

What’s sweeter than a garden and good talk

Last night I saw the angels

For years my heart inquired of me

Last night, at dawn, in my distress, salvation

When my love lifts his glass,

Plant friendship’s tree – the heart’s desire

To give up wine, and human beauty? And to give up love?

That busybody criticizes me

Drink wine down by the glassful, and you’ll tear

My love for you is like a youthful tree

At dawn, upon the breeze, I caught

Do you know what our harps and lutes advise us,

What memories! I once lived on

Though wine is pleasurable, and though the breeze

May your dear body never need

To have my heart achieve its goal

You’ve sent no word of how you are

Not every Sufi’s trustworthy, or pure in spirit,

Good news, my heart! The breath of Christ is wafting here

My love has sent no letter for

Good wine, that doesn’t stupefy,

The one who gave your lovely face its rosy

May I remember always when

These preachers who make such a show

The nightingales are drunk, wine-red roses appear,

Moslems, time was I had a heart –

Perhaps, my heart, the wine-shops’ doors

We haven’t traveled to this door

I said, “The grief I feel is all for you”;

Dear friends, that friend with whom we once

It is the night of power,

Life’s garden flourishes when your

Of all the roses in the world

A loving friend, good wine, a place secure

Last night the wine-seller, a man

Love’s road’s an endless road

My heart, good fortune is the only friend

Although our preacher might not like

When you drink wine, sprinkle

My heart was stolen by a lout,

Good news! The days of grief and pain

I’ll say it openly, and be

Ah, God forbid that I relinquish wine

Mild breeze of morning, gently tell

Where is the news we’ll meet, that from

My love’s for pretty faces,

My body’s dust is as a veil

The musky morning breeze

If that Shirazi Turk would take

Flirtatious games, and youth,

A black mole graced his face; he stripped, and shone

Desire’s destroyed my life; what gifts have I

What does life give me in the end but sorrow?

Each friend turned out to be an enemy,

With wine beside a gently flowing brook – this is best;

Jahan Malek Khatun

For most of these long nights I stay awake

How long will you be like

O God, I beg you, open wide

Each new flower opening in the morning light,

My heart will take no drug to dull this pain,

I didn’t know my value then, when I

Heart, in his beauty’s garden, I –

If you should kiss me with

My heart is tangled like thick curls

Sweet breeze return to me, you bear

Your face usurps the fiery glow and hue

From now on I have sworn

How sweet sleep is! I dreamed I saw

Come here a moment, sit with me, don’t sleep tonight,

How can I tell you what I want from you

At dawn my heart said I should go

Suppose a breeze should bring to me

O God, be kind, and open wide your door,

My friend, who was so kind and faithful once,

Have all your feelings for me gone?

It will be God who opens up,

How sweet those days when we were still

How would it be, my soul’s love, if you healed

In all the world, my love,

Why is it you neglect me so? Why is it

Most people in the world want power and money,

His glances trap my heart within their snare,

Why, in your heart, have you forgotten me

You don’t know how you ought to treat a lover,

Your face is like a shining sun,

I am still drunk that you were here,

I know you think that there are other friends for me than you:

How long will heaven’s heartless tyranny

Last night I dreamed I saw with fortune’s eyes

The roses have all gone; “goodbye,” we say; we must;

Here, in the corner of a ruined school

I swore I’d never look at him again,

You wandered through my garden, naked and alone –

Wherever my eyes look I see your image there,

Last night, my love, my life, you lay with me,

My love’s an ache no ointments can allay now;

I told my heart, “Ican’t endure this tyranny!

My heart, sit down, welcome love’s pain,

I feel so heart-sick. Should my doctor hear,

Your face’s absence leaves mine waxy-white,

I’m like the moth that flutters round a light

Always, whatever else you do, my heart,

My heart, if you have words you need to say,

What has this life we long for given me? Tell me.

When someone is imprisoned for a while

A picnic at the desert’s edge, with witty friends,

To see the blossom of his face, my heart – how sweet;

A happy heart’s the place for plans and piety,

If I can’t even get beyond your door,

Pity the wretch, forced from her native land,

Shall I complain of absence? Of my heart? Or of the skies?

Laughing, the rose said to the nightingale one day,

My enemies’ glib lies are never done –

Shiraz when spring is here – what pleasure equals this?

Obayd-e Zakani

In arts and sciences, don’t try to be a master,

I’ve set out from shiraz, I’ve put

My hurt heart’s tales, my nights’ travails, ah, where

The breeze of Mosalla, and Roknabad’s

Here in our corner, wretched and undone,

If that full moon were true and good,

Devil, and then angel – is it the same you?

I’m off to stroll through the bazaar – and there

This tool of mine that’s taller than our minaret

I’d like a boy to fuck – but I can’t pay;

I’ve debts, and nothing else: endless

My heart still hankers after her,

Some are on fire for faith’s sake, some to see

After forty your sprightly days are done,

Where is Shiraz’s wine, that burned our grief away?

Her pussy had the kindness to invite

O God, sole help of men in misery,

My pretty dear, you’re still too young to make

Pussy remarked, “this prick’s a masterpiece,

This nonsense-spouting doctor couldn’t see

I’ll fix this hangover, then find a whore

It’s summer, and my prick’s too hot today,

My prick’s a cypress that grows tall and straight

Ramadan’s come – the time for passing wine around

Although the ass can be enticing and attractive

An individual fucked with all his might

Well, once upon a time, in dribs and drabs,

Try hard to have men make a fuss of you
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Introduction

Shiraz is the capital of Fars, the southern central province of Persia/Iran that was the home of two of its greatest pre-Islamic imperial dynasties, the Achaemenids, who established the Persian Empire and are known in western history as the Asian antagonists of ancient Greece, and the Sasanians, who fought against Rome and Byzantium until their empire was destroyed during the Arab/Islamic conquest of the country in the seventh century. During this pre-Islamic period, Shiraz was a place of very minor importance, overshadowed at first by the nearby Achaemenid palace of Persepolis, and later, when this fell into ruin, by the imperial city of Estakhr. Shiraz, at this time though, does have one claim to fame; it is one of the archaeological sites that show the earliest traces of systematic wine-making in the Near East. It was not until the Islamic period that Shiraz became the capital of the province; this seems to have been a deliberate strategy on the part of the Islamic conquerors, as the more established towns of southern Iran, like Estakhr and Isfahan, were for a long time fiercely resistant to their new rulers, and also for a while to the new religion that they brought with them.

The green, fertile plain on which Shiraz is located is admirably suited for agriculture, including wine production, and this is in stark contrast to the aridity of much of the Persian landscape. The city nestles at the foot of the Zagros Mountains, and its elevation of over 5,000 feet above sea-level has ensured it a comparatively mild and equable climate compared with much of the rest of Iran. The pass through the mountains to the north affords a sudden sight of the city lying below in its green splendor; in the Middle Ages, this view was thought to be so strikingly beautiful that the pass became known by the name “Allahu Akbar” (“God is Great”), from the phrase travellers were said to shout out when they saw Shiraz and its orchards and gardens spread out below them.

Shiraz prospered in the medieval period; it became a trading center with direct links to the Persian Gulf to the south, and so to imported goods from India and the Arabian peninsula, and its merchant class, centered on the city’s bazaar, became wealthy and important in the government of Fars. Its commercial life was not unlike that of the great mercantile cities of medieval Italy, such as Venice and Genoa, although on a more modest scale, because Shiraz for a long time remained a comparatively small city. As in its Italian counterparts, at the highest levels of society the city’s wealth resulted in a great deal of artistic patronage, and the efflorescence of a culture of self-conscious luxury and elegance. One result of this artistic patronage was the development of a distinctively Shirazi school of poetry; in the thirteenth century the Shirazi poet Sa’di (c.1213–92) was considered the greatest living Persian poet, and from this time on Shiraz’s reputation as a city of poetry was assured. Sa’di was followed by various other poets associated with the city, including Khaju Kermani (1280–1352), who, despite his name, which identifies him as coming from the city of Kerman, made his home in Shiraz, and whose poetry provides a kind of link between that of Sa’di and that of Hafez and his contemporaries. Khaju’s poetry has had the unfortunate fate of being overshadowed by the work of both his illustrious predecessor, and his even more illustrious successor. Some of the great families of the city were also known for their interest in Sufism, the heterodox mysticism of Islam, and the Sufism and the poetry often tended to become mixed up with one another, which is not surprising as it was the wealthy who provided poets with patronage. This literary Sufism has varying degrees of seriousness in the work of different poets: sometimes it seems sincere, and central to what the poet is saying; sometimes it can seem little more than the deployment of a fashionable rhetoric.

The three Shirazi poets whose work is featured in this book, Hafez, Jahan Malek Khatun, and Obayd-e Zakani, lived at the same time (the mid fourteenth century), and certainly knew of one another – Obayd wrote at least two poems about Jahan Khatun, and Jahan Khatun quotes Hafez in one of her poems. It’s extremely likely that, during the 1340s and early 1350s at least, they also knew one another personally. The poetic life of the city during this period centered on the court of the ruling family, the Injus; Jahan Khatun was an Inju princess, while her uncle, Abu Es’haq, the head of the family and the ruler of the city, was a great patron of poets. Both Hafez and Obayd were among the recipients of his patronage (they each wrote praise poems dedicated to him), and both are likely to have been frequent visitors at his court. Perhaps because her parents had no sons, Jahan Khatun had received what was then an unusual education for a woman, even an aristocratic one – she had been taught to read and write, and was a highly accomplished poet whose verses brought her a local fame. The women of the largely Mongol families that ruled Iran during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, and which included the Inju dynasty, were much less secluded than was usual in other Moslem courts of the period, and they often took an active part in their courts’ social life; it seems reasonable to assume that a princess who had access to her uncle’s court, and who wrote poetry, would make sure that she was there whenever Hafez – the most famous poet of the town, not to say the whole of Iran – was present. Whether she enjoyed the company of Obayd-e Zakani is more doubtful. His verses about her are not at all complimentary, and he was famous for the satirical, scabrous, and often obscene nature of his poetry; even the relatively easygoing Injus might have thought his company was a bit much for a well-brought-up young woman. Still, it is likely that Jahan Khatun and Obayd had an at least nodding acquaintance, as Obayd too was, for a while, a member of the poetic gatherings convened by Jahan Khatun’s uncle, Abu Es’haq.

An indulgent ruler, a poet-princess who was his niece, the most famous poet of the age, and a somewhat disreputable hanger-on who also wrote verses, all meeting together for poetic gatherings in a city famous for its gardens, nightingales and roses, its generally mild and gentle climate, and the pleasures of its open-air social gatherings – all this sounds rapturously idyllic in its elegance and charm, and no doubt, for some of the time, it was. But the fourteenth century was an extremely violent and dangerous period in Iran’s history, and although Shiraz could claim in some ways to be something of a haven (it had largely escaped the depredations of the thirteenth-century Mongol invasion of the country, for example, as it was also to escape the worst consequences of the conquests by Timur the Lame – Tamburlaine – in the 1380s, in both cases by astutely accommodating political moves on the part of its rulers), it still saw an immense amount of bloodshed and political chaos of a kind that directly affected our three poets, and came close to killing at least one of them. In one five-year period, for example (1339–44), the government of Shiraz and the province of Fars changed hands no less than eight times; each time blood ran in the palaces and usually in the streets too. If Shiraz was fortunate enough to escape the most spectacularly destructive wars that engulfed much of Iran in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the fierce in-fighting of local would-be ruling families was more than enough to ensure constant periods of nightmarish political instability.

The careers of two families, the Injus and the Mozaffarids, are of particular importance in helping us understand the historical reality that lies behind the poems of Hafez, Jahan Khatun, and Obayd-e Zakani. The Inju prince Masud Shah succeeded his father – the dynasty’s founder – as king of the area in 1336. He was driven out by ambitious rivals in 1339, and various claimants to the throne squabbled over the rulership of Shiraz and Fars until 1342, when Masud Shah returned at the head of a sizable army and regained control of the province. His triumph was short-lived though, as he was murdered by a subordinate within a year. His younger brother, Abu Es’haq, avenged his death in 1343, ruling Shiraz and its environs until 1353, when he was in turn driven out of Shiraz by the Mozaffarid warlord, Mobarez al-din. The deposed Inju king fled to Isfahan, but was captured there by forces allied with Mobarez al-din, who had his royal prisoner brought back to Shiraz and put to death in its main square.

As the new king of Shiraz, Mobarez al-din could not have been more different from Abu Es’haq, either in temperament or as a ruler. He was, at least outwardly, fanatically religious, and also extremely brutal. The historian Khandamir (1475–1534) recounts an anecdote that yokes together his piety and ruthlessness. A couple of prisoners were brought into Mobarez al-din’s presence while he was praying; the ruler completed the section of prayer on which he was engaged, stood up, cut off the prisoners’ heads, and returned to his prayers. The same historian reports how Mobarez al-din boasted to his son that he had personally killed over 800 people. The most obvious effect of Mobarez al-din’s rule, apart from the terror it inspired, was his strict enforcement of Islamic religious prohibitions. Wine-shops, which had flourished during Abu Es’haq’s lax not to say dissipated reign, were closed, both wine and music were forbidden, and severe sobriety became the order of the day. Mobarez al-din also doesn’t seem to have been very interested in poetry: at one point he considered having the grave of Sa’di destroyed, because he thought the great poet’s verses weren’t Islamic enough. The Shirazis, who had (and to some extent still have, despite the Islamic Revolution of 1979) a reputation for not holding back when it comes to enjoying life’s pleasures, referred to their new ruler by the contemptuous nickname “the Morals Officer.”

After five years of Mobarez al-din’s rule in Shiraz, his dour brutality proved too much even for his son, Shah Shoja, who had his father blinded, deposed, and imprisoned. Shah Shoja finally sent the old man off to a prison in Bam (near Kerman, Mobarez al-din’s base before he captured Shiraz), where he died. To the relief of at least some sections of the population, Shah Shoja reversed his father’s draconian anti-pleasure policies, and wine and music once again emerged from the shadows where they had been hidden away. Jahan Khatun made her peace with the son (she has some poems that praise him), as did Hafez and Obayd-e Zakani – who had apparently also considered discretion to be the better part of valor and hightailed it out of Shiraz shortly after Mobarez al-din took over – and all three of them returned to the city. Shah Shoja ruled Shiraz for well over twenty years (from 1358 to 1384, with a brief interregnum during 1364–66); by the end of his reign, Obayd-e Zakani was dead, and both Jahan Khatun and Hafez were nearing the end of their lives.

These political events are clearly reflected in Jahan Khatun’s poems, as might be expected, given that she and her family were so deeply involved in Shiraz’s dynastic upheavals, but they are also present as a kind of ground bass in the poetry of both Hafez and Obayd-e Zakani. Most obviously, both poets praise Abu Es’haq, and both express disdain and loathing for Mobarez al-din and the consequences of his reign on the life of their city. More subtly, a constantly repeated refrain in the work of each of them (very different though their poems can be in other ways) is that the world is not to be trusted, and that living in relative seclusion, far from court, is the wisest and the safest course. Although it is a commonplace of medieval Persian verse, this apprehension of the often terrifying instability of human affairs was surely reinforced by the political chaos all three poets witnessed and must to some extent have experienced.

THE CONVENTIONS OF FOURTEENTH-CENTURY PERSIAN LYRIC POETRY

A much more pervasive influence than political events on the content and atmosphere of these writers’ verses was the set of conventions associated with the type of poetry they were writing. Such conventions always exert a strong pull, whether conscious or unconscious, on what a writer feels can be said in a poem, as well as on the ways in which it seems appropriate to say these things. When we read poems from a culture whose genre conventions resemble those of our own, the constraints that genre suggests are perhaps not especially obvious, because we have already internalized them as “natural” (as when an English speaker reads Italian sonnets, for example; there are differences, but they fall within a recognizable range of what can be expected in a sonnet). But the case is quite different when we read poems from a culture with unfamiliar genre conventions; here the “recognizable range” is lacking, and we can feel lost. The conventions of fourteenth-century Persian lyric verse – and most of the poems included in this book can be characterized as lyrics of one kind or another – are not especially close to European lyric conventions (although there is perhaps more overlap than might at first sight be apparent). We need to make some attempt to familiarize ourselves with this unfamiliarity if we are to be able to see what it is that these poets are saying, and why they are saying such things in the particular ways that they do.

Perhaps the most fundamental fact about Persian lyric verse of this period is that it is court poetry, which means that its rhetoric is the rhetoric of praise poetry. Poetry exalting the sovereign and his powerful ministers and friends was in great demand, and produced the highest rewards for those who could excel at it. The most obvious lyric form, the ghazal, began as an offshoot of the praise poem, as a kind of lyrical introduction to it, which then became detached as an independent form, in much the same way that in the west the overture began as an introduction to an opera, but then became an independent piece which could stand alone. The rhetoric of the ghazal was still, in effect, the rhetoric of the praise poem. This had two results: 1) a ghazal’s rhetoric slips easily into hyperbole (princes can always believe the best of themselves, and lovers too apparently); and 2) a ghazal is virtually always concerned with a relationship between a speaker and an addressee in which the addressee is conceived of as infinitely superior to the speaker (the relationship is virtually never one of equivalence, or of the speaker feeling superior to the addressee, except as a reversal of expectation or as a joke). That is, the relationship is basically that of a courtier to his prince, and the rhetoric in which it is expressed ultimately derives from rhetoric considered to be appropriate to such a relationship. The addressee of a ghazal can be a beloved/lover, a patron, or God. In the work of some poets, it’s crystal clear which of these three is being evoked; in the work of others, the situation is more ambiguous and a whole poem can be read as addressed to either a lover or to God, or perhaps to a patron. In still other poems, the verse can seem to glide from one referent to another – at times it seems that a lover is addressed, at times God, at times a patron. This indeterminacy can seem irritating to a reader, who may be impatiently asking himself, “Well, which is it?” But such implied ambiguity of reference was a prized strategy for medieval Persian poets, something regarded as particularly the province of poetry.

This seems fairly distant from the conventions of European verse, but in reality it isn’t that far away from some medieval and Renaissance European practices. To go back to the analogy of the sonnet, Giles Fletcher in the introduction to his sonnet sequence Licia, published in 1593, wrote:


If thou muse what my Licia is: take her to be some Diana, at the least chaste; or some Minerva; no Venus – fairer far. It may be she is learning’s image, or some heavenly wonder, which the precisest may not mislike. Perhaps under that name I have shadowed Discipline. It may be I mean that kind courtesy which I found at the patroness of these poems; it may be some college. It may be my conceit, and portend nothing.



In effect, Fletcher is saying his “Licia” might be a mistress or a divinity (“some heavenly wonder”), or an emblem of learning or poetic genius (“Discipline”), or an acknowledgment of patronage, or an institution, or simply “my conceit, and portending nothing.” Among his alternatives Fletcher includes a lover, a divine being, and a patron, and he refuses to be pinned down between them. These three – lover, God, patron – were the alternatives a Persian poet also played with in lyric verse, and the possibility is always there in a Persian lyric as well as in Fletcher’s sonnets that the subject is simply “my conceit…nothing,” that is, no more than an exercise in rhetorical skill.

Perhaps because the speaker’s mind is conceived of as being wholly focused on the poem’s subject, to the exclusion of everything else, this subject can be referred to as both “you” and “he” in the course of a poem. This can be confusing for the western reader, who usually
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