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‘Understanding Hafiz’s exquisite ghazals has never been easy through the ages, although he is one of the central figures in the canon of classical Persian poetry. Taking a holistic approach, Dominic Brookshaw has produced an erudite and readable study of the poet, his age and oeuvre. We learn about Hafiz’s life and achievement in the broader literary and cultural context of medieval Iran, and also pick up virtually all the indispensable tools to understand Persian ghazals such as the role of performance, intertextuality, poetic imagery, and the fine line between mystical and profane. This book should be the starting point for anyone who is interested in any aspect of Persian poetry.’

’Sunil Sharma, Professor of Persian and

Comparative Literature, Boston University

‘This excellent book sets a new measure for historically contextualized appreciation of Hafiz and classical Persian poetry. Grounded in prodigious knowledge of sources, Brookshaw’s argument is exemplary for its directness and clarity. All too often in prior discussions of Hafiz’s poetry, claims of exceptionalism have had the effect of smothering the man and his work. In Brookshaw’s absorbing narrative, we see Hafiz as a poetic virtuoso situated in a milieu host to worthy associates and rivals, such as ‘Ubayd Zakani and Jahan-Malik Khatun. Intermeshed with the work of his predecessors and contemporaries, Hafiz’s poetry exemplifies the richness of the tradition he inherited, moulded, and influenced for centuries to come. Brookshaw’s exceedingly sympathetic, yet always perceptively critical, treatment of the subject marks Hafiz and His Contemporaries as the state of the art in Persian and Islamic literary history.’

’Shahzad Bashir, Director, Middle East Studies and Aga Khan

Professor of Islamic Humanities, Brown University
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A note on transliteration, dates and abbreviations

All systems of transliteration have their critics. I have omitted diacritical marks in names of people, places and literary works and have only retained the use of macrons to differentiate between short and long vowels when transliterating Persian and Arabic terms. I realize that my decision not to provide comprehensive transliteration will upset some, but I believe it makes the book easier to read. I have provided dates in the text in Common Era form unless the AH year was vital to the meaning. All of the translations in the text are my own unless noted otherwise. I have aimed to produce translations that are readable and, as far as is possible, close to the original. Wherever I could, I have preserved the semantic integrity of the hemistich. In the bibliography you will find a number of eloquent translations of Hafiz listed by name of translator/s. The following abbreviations are used in this book:

H279 = Hafiz Shirazi (1999), Divan, eds Qasim Ghani and Muhammad Qazvini. Tehran: Quqnus, ghazal number 279.

J1365 = Jahan-Malik Khatun (1995), Divan-i kamil, eds Kamil Ahmadnizhad and Purandukht Kashani-Rad. Tehran: Zavvar, ghazal number 1365.

U99 = ‘Ubayd Zakani, Nizam al-Din (1999), Kulliyat, ed. Muhammad-Ja’far Mahjub. New York: Bibliotheca Persica Press, ghazal number 99.

K55 = Abu Nuwas, al-Hasan b. Hani (2003a), Diwan Abi Nuwas vol. III, ed. Ewald Wagner. Damascus: al-Mada, khamrīya number 55.

♂35 = Abu Nuwas, al-Hasan b. Hani (2003b), Diwan Abi Nuwas vol. IV, ed. Gregor Schoeler. Damascus: al-Mada, mudhakkara number 35.

♀47 = Abu Nuwas, al-Hasan b. Hani (2003b), Diwan Abi Nuwas vol. IV, ed. Gregor Schoeler. Damascus: al-Mada, mu’annatha number 47.

Individual lines of poetry are referred to thus: H105:1 = Hafiz, ghazal 105, line 1.


A glossary of literary terms

bayt the unit of poetry in Persian; a line or distich consisting of two hemistichs.

dīvān the collected poems of a single poet, normally subdivided according to form and arranged within sections by rhyme and radīf.

fakhr self-boasting in poetry which is often combined with the takhallus in the last or penultimate distich.

ghazal a short, monorhyme poem with double rhyme in the opening line. The Persian ghazal is broadly amorous but is also used for panegyric and homiletic purposes.

istiqbāl a blanket term in Persian poetics for imitation.

javāb a response poem in which the rhyme, metre, diction and semantic meaning of the model poem is imitated.

madh praise as expressed in poetry.

mamdūh ‘object of praise’, the patron.

mathnaī poetic form in which the two hemistichs of each line are rhymed. This form is used for long compositions, including epics and romances.

matla’ the opening distich of a lyric poem.

misrā’ hemistich, which in Persian poetry generally has semantic coherence.

qasīda multi-sectional, often lengthy monorhyme poem primarily used for panegyric in Persian.

qit’a monothematic, monorhyme poem, which is normally shorter than a qasīda.

radīf a word or phrase that can be added somewhat like a refrain after the rhyme.

rubā’ī ‘quatrain,’ a monorhyme poem composed of two distichs.

takhallus the poet’s pen name (such as Hafiz, ‘Ubayd, Jahan) which is normally included in the last distich of the ghazal.

talmīh allusion in poetry to a historical person or a character from the mythological, literary or religious past that is used to elucidate a truth in the present.

tazmīn verbatim quotation of a hemistich or a distich by other poets, often past masters.
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Major centres of Persian poetic activity in fourteenth-century Iran and Iraq.


Chronological list of poets

Arranged by year of death, with pen names in bold.

Thirteenth-century

Kamal al-Din Isma’il Isfahani (d. ca 1237).

Majd al-Din Hamgar Yazdi (d. 1287).

Fakhr al-Din ‘Iraqi (d. 1289).

Musharrif al-Din Muslih Sa’di Shirazi (d. 1292).

Fourteenth-century

Sa’d al-Din Nizari Quhistani (d. 1320).

Awhad al-Din Awhadi Maragha’i (d. 1338).

Shams al-Din Shams-i Fakhri Isfahani (d. 1348).

Kamal al-Din Khvaju Kirmani (d. 1352 or 1361).

Jalal al-Din ‘Adud Yazdi (d. ca 1357).

Ruh-i ‘Attar Shirazi (d. after 1369).

Nizam al-Din ‘Ubaydullah Zakani (d. 1371).

‘Imad al-Din Faqih Kirmani (d. 1371).

Jamal al-Din Salman Savaji (d. 1376).

Nasir Bukhara’i (d. 1377).

Mu’in al-Din Junayd Shirazi (d. after 1389).

Shams al-Din Muhammad Hafiz Shirazi (d. 1390).

Jahan-Malik Khatun (d. after 1391).

Sharaf al-Din Rami (d. 1392).

Haydar Shirazi (d. ca 1393).

Kamal al-Din Khujandi (d. ca 1400).

Bushaq At’ima Shirazi (d. 1423 or 1427).


Introduction

Dubbed an inimitable genius by literary critics of the past and held up by scholars of the present as a poet who defies comparison with others, Shams al-Din Muhammad Hafiz Shirazi (d. 1390) remains an elusive, opaque character for many. The rarefication of Hafiz began in earnest in the early to mid-1400s when either the poet and/or his poems started being referred to as Lisān al-ghayb (‘Tongue of the Unseen’).1 As early as 1421, Hafiz’s ghazals (short, monorhyme, broadly amorous lyric poems) were being lauded as the ‘envy of the source of eternal life’ endowed with the power to revive the expired heart like the breaths of Christ; the sprinklings from his pen could perform Mosaic miracles with speech.2

To look behind the hyperbole that surrounds Hafiz’s poetry and penetrate the quasi-hagiographical film that obscures the poet himself, this book adopts a comparative approach, one rarely adopted by scholars of Persian poetry, many of whom still favour in-depth studies of individuals. What I hope to impress upon those who study the Persian ghazal and Hafiz scholars in particular, is both the need for and value of the analysis of Hafiz’s poetry comparatively against texts composed by those working alongside him in the highly competitive, close-knit, profoundly intertextual environment of fourteenth-century Shiraz. Hafiz and his contemporaries imitated one another’s poems, responded to each other repeatedly in verse and vied to outdo one another in the hope of securing lucrative patronage. Their poetry demands to be analysed in tandem; no longer can Hafiz be placed on the pedestal of incomparability.3

This is a study of Persian poetry at a specific historical juncture, in a particular place: post-Mongol Shiraz, a city of approximately 60,000 people that had immense cultural reach. The analysis of Hafiz and his peers in Shiraz is presented not only with respect to its local literary framework, but as part of a transregional network of poets active in the major cities of Iran and Iraq who shared a common poetic koine. My methodology is inspired by research that works to locate texts within specific social sites to uncover, in particular, the political and social pressures and impulses that create moment-specific cultural discourse.4 By focusing on some key topoi shared by ghazals produced by a network of poets that were active circa 1330–1390 across Shiraz, Kirman, Yazd, Baghdad and Tabriz, I re-read and re-evaluate Hafiz through a sober lens and with keen attention to his contemporary literary context, rather than in splendid isolation, as is all too often the case. I view Hafiz as part of a larger, organic whole, not as an exceptional figure who demands a singular reading.

I was initially inspired to undertake this study after reading one foray into the contextualization of Hafiz in particular, Annemarie Schimmel’s chapter on Hafiz in the Cambridge History of Iran, from which the main part of the title of this book is borrowed.5 As a comparatist, I have elected to bring Hafiz into productive, detailed dialogue with two of his less-studied peers: ‘Ubayd Zakani (d. 1371), the sparkling litterateur-wit and Jahan-Malik Khatun (d. after 1391), an Injuid princess and the most prolific premodern Persian woman poet. Reading Hafiz comparatively alongside a liminal and somewhat counterhegemonic figure such as the sharp-tongued ‘Ubayd and the marginalized Jahan who, despite the quality of her poetry and the clear imprint it bears of intertextual exchange with her male contemporaries, has been almost wholly ignored by the scholarship, disrupts our received understanding of this most iconic of stages in the development of the Persian short lyric, thereby creating space for new avenues of literary criticism in the field.

I have examined my three core figures in tandem with their colleagues and foes who were co-members of the thriving, vibrant, poetic community in Shiraz and the cities within its immediate political orbit. Looking beyond southern and central Iran in the interests of a fuller contextualization, I have also incorporated analysis of poetry composed in Baghdad and Tabriz, Shiraz’s most significant cultural and political competitors. To add depth to this literary contextualization and to recognize the poets’ own profound interaction with the tradition, relevant poems from previous periods – most substantially those of Sa’di Shirazi (d. 1292) and other Salghurid poets, but also canonical texts by foundational figures, in particular Firdawsi Tusi (d. 1020), Nizami Ganjavi (d. 1209) and the early Abbasid poet Abu Nuwas (d. ca 814) – have been brought to bear to demonstrate how the poets of fourteenth-century Shiraz did not simply see themselves as representatives of a local tradition of lyric poetry. Another comparative feature of this study which addresses the generic experimentation the ghazal underwent during the post-Mongol period, is the discussion of ghazals alongside other lyric poems (most particularly qasīdas [long, polythematic, monorhyme lyric odes], but also qit’as [short, monothematic lyric poems] and rubā’īs [quatrains composed of two distichs]) and other genres (chiefly epic and romance mathnavīs [lengthy poems made up of rhyming couplets]), as well as works of prose, prosimetrums and other belle-lettristic texts, in addition to local and dynastic histories. It is only through comparative textual study that is at once loco-specific, transregional and intergeneric and which encompasses discrete historical periods, that a nuanced, altogether more balanced picture of Hafiz the poet will emerge. This study embraces the conscious and deliberate hybridity, ambiguity and polysemy of the Persian ghazal. Though my emphasis is on the courtly and profane, I in no way seek to deny the mystical depth of the ghazal. That said, it must be recognized that Hafiz, whether we wish to label him as a panegyrist or a professional poet or not, was a major player within Shiraz’s socio-political fabric who enjoyed largely nourishing relationships with a long line of local rulers and their chief courtiers.

In this study, poetry is read with profound regard for the social, political, literary and broader cultural contexts that it helped both to construct and make sense of. Here, the poems of Hafiz and his peers are seen not simply as texts, but as experiences lived in a specific cultural moment.6

The poem itself is the event, not the representation of one.7 The poetry examined here is viewed as performative in that it accomplished (or sought to accomplish, perhaps through repeated evocation) what it described:8 by depicting an ideal poet–patron relationship, for example, the poet hoped to realize such an intimate bond for him/herself. A product of its context, poetry has a social role in that it affects the worldview, imaginative capacities and inter-relationships of those who listen to it.9 We do damage to lyric poems in particular if we neglect the historical particularities of the era in which they were composed.10 Lyric poetry deserves to be read with due attention to the social conditions in which it was performed.11 My analysis here is inspired by the belief in texts as ‘societal products’12 and my understanding of poetry as a socially embedded activity.13 Following Spiegel, I see texts as agents that work not only to mirror, but also to generate, social realities.14

Shams al-Din Muhammad Hafiz Shirazi

Very little reliable information exists about Hafiz’s life. Born around 1320 in Shiraz to a local mother and a father of Isfahani stock, Hafiz appears to have received a solid education in the Islamic sciences, thereby earning the right to use the title hāfiz (‘one who has memorized the Qur’an by heart’) in his youth,15 hence his pen name (takhallus; although there is a typically Hafizian ambiguity even in his pen name, since hāfiz also means a professional musician or singer).16 Hafiz died in Shiraz in 1390 without having prepared a definitive edition of his own poems;17 these were collected into a dīvān (volume of collected poems) only in the early fifteenth century, possibly up to a generation after his death.

It is clear that Hafiz was intimately involved in courtly life; abundant references and allusions to persons of political or social importance prove this. His many panegyrics also suggest he was dependent on the patronage of royals and influential members of the ruler’s circle.18 Hafiz’s career began at the Injuid court, possibly in his early twenties under Jahan’s father, Jalal al-Din Mas’ud Shah (killed 1342).19 From that early start, Hafiz rose in status as a poet and served a long line of Shiraz’s rulers and their viziers, managing to navigate between competing dynasties and feuding members of the same house. The poet also looked beyond Fars, primarily to Baghdad, but possibly also to the Persian Gulf coast and even India for recognition, if not direct patronage. Hafiz maintained a productive relationship with the court at Shiraz up until his death, enjoying royal patronage for the best part of five decades (although he is believed to have fallen out of favour with Shah Shuja‘, his most significant patron, for up to a decade [ca 1366–1376] during which he perhaps spent time in Isfahan and Yazd).20

Although we cannot be absolutely sure that all Hafiz composed has survived, we also have little evidence to the contrary. In the fifty years or so that he was active as a poet, Hafiz most likely did not produce many more ghazals than the number that have survived him, which probably means he did not produce much more than one ghazal or thereabouts per month.21 This is interesting when we consider that Khvaju Kirmani (d. 1352 or 1361), who produced many panegyric qasīdas for Injuid, Muzaffarid and Jalayirid patrons as well as a quintet of mathnavīs after the model of Nizami,22 left almost twice as many ghazals for posterity, while Tabriz’s Kamal Khujandi (d. 1401) and Jahan who, like Hafiz, focused almost exclusively on the short lyric, penned more than 900 and 1,400 ghazals respectively. Shafi’i-Kadkani believes Hafiz was perpetually refining his poetic craft for aesthetic considerations and to conform to the socio-political strictures he faced.23 For these reasons, perhaps, Hafiz edited, amalgamated and repurposed many of his ghazals, which goes some way to explaining the large number of variants in the manuscript tradition.24

Hafiz was a well-known poet in his own day.25 In an anthology of lyric poetry produced most likely in Shiraz perhaps only a year or so before the poet’s death,26 Hafiz’s ghazals appear together with poems by earlier poets and a good number of his peers, including Awhadi Maragha’i (d. 1338), Jalal Yazdi (d. ca 1357), Nizari Quhistani (d. 1320) and Salman Savaji (d. 1376) as well as poems by two contemporary royals, Shah Shuja‘ (d. 1384), and Sultan Ahmad b. Shaykh Uvays (d. 1411), and one Injuid vizier, ‘Amid al-Mulk.27 The anthologist (who hints that he was personally acquainted with Hafiz)28 deliberately included an equal number of ghazals by Hafiz and Jalal (fifty each). This suggests the anthologist (or the person who commissioned the anthology) viewed Hafiz and Jalal, contemporaries at the court of Shah Shaykh Abu Ishaq, as equal in poetic stature.29

In the fifteenth century, the foundations of Hafiz’s lasting fame were firmly laid.30 Hafiz was gradually brought out of the margins surrounding his peers and severed from the intertextual framework he had shared with them through the compilation of his dīvān and its repeated copying, distribution and ultimate fetishization as an object imbued with other-worldly powers. By 1500, Hafiz’s dīvān had become a ‘mass product’ which was already widely used for consulting omens and popular fortune-telling.31 In 1486, Dawlatshah Samarqandi hails Hafiz as ‘the one initiated in the divine mysteries’ (mahram-i rāz-i hazrat-i bī-niyāz);32 he describes Hafiz’s poetic style as bī-takalluf (‘unfussy’, ‘without unnecessary ornament’) and sāda (‘plain’).33 Writing just a year after Dawlatshah, the poet ‘Abd al-Rahman Jami (d. 1492) claims that Hafiz almost achieves i’jāz (‘wondrous inimitability’), a term that is most frequently associated with the text of the Qur’an.34 Dawlatshah characteristically plays down Hafiz’s interaction with royals and other men of power35 and ‘Ali-Shir Nava’i, writing a few years later, says Hafiz’s poems are enjoyed by all levels of society. In Nava’i’s assessment, Hafiz’s dīvān is as famous as the Gulistan and Bustan of Sa’di;36 so famous, it would appear, that some Timurid anthologists felt no need to cite examples from Hafiz’s poetry when discussing the poet in their works.37

Nizam al-Din ‘Ubaydullah Zakani

‘Ubayd Zakani (pen name ‘Ubayd, lit. ‘little slave’, ‘small servant’) is universally acknowledged as medieval Iran’s pre-eminent satirist. ‘Ubayd expressed profound social critique in often obscene poetry and prose,38 the popularity of which has caused his courtly poetry to be largely overlooked.39 Born around 1300 into a family of scholars in the region of Qazvin, by 1329 ‘Ubayd had accrued enough social capital to be hailed by Hamdullah Mustawfi as a talented poet and a skilled writer of treatises.40 For reasons that are not completely clear, at some point in the mid-to-late 1330s, ‘Ubayd moved south and ultimately sought the patronage of the Injuids at Shiraz, in whose honour he went on to compose many panegyric qasīdas.41 As panegyrist to Shah Shaykh Abu Ishaq,42 ‘Ubayd would most likely have had personal dealings with Hafiz who, it is believed, began his poetic career around 1340. ‘Ubayd is said by Dawlatshah to have engaged in ‘poetic contests and debates’ (mushā’ara u munāzara) with Jahan and (erroneously) to have lampooned her in two vulgar, one-line poems (mufradāt).43

‘Ubayd left Shiraz around 1353 in the wake of the overthrow and flight to Isfahan of Shah Shaykh Abu Ishaq. The poet eventually found his way to Baghdad and, most likely with the help of his new-found friend, Salman Savaji, chief panegyrist to the Jalayirds,44 gained access to the glittering circle of Sultan Uvays (r. 1356–1374).45 Near the end of his life, ‘Ubayd successfully solicited Muzaffarid patronage and returned to Shiraz where he is believed to have died.46 ‘Ubayd provides a fascinating point of comparison with Hafiz because he did not focus obsessively on the ghazal. ‘Ubayd’s poetic output is varied and includes a large number of qasīdas and strophic poems, as well as ghazals, qit’as, rubā’īs and mathnavīs. ‘Ubayd’s ghazals demonstrate much of the flare and vibrancy of Hafiz’s more playful amorous, bacchic or socially critical ghazals, though, because ‘Ubayd produced numerous panegyric qasīdas, he did not generally use the ghazal to praise his patrons.

Jahan-Malik Khatun

As has been the fate of many fourteenth-century Persian poets, Jahan-Malik Khatun (pen name Jahān, lit. ‘world’), premodern Iran’s most prolific woman poet, has been overshadowed by Hafiz, perhaps even more so than others because of her sex.47 That Jahan, a literate, elite woman, wrote poetry is neither surprising nor without precedent. Jahan was not a freakish anomaly. As she demonstrates in the preface to her dīvān, writing poetry is something women of her social class do! Like Hafiz, Jahan’s primary focus was the ghazal in which she displays a noticeable affinity with Hafiz.48 Though Jahan disguised neither her
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