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Transliteration and

> Abbreviations

There is no single system of transliterating Persian that satisfies every-
body. In an effort to reflect the classical pronunciation of the language
and opt for a standardized system, even though it differs from the pro-
nunciation of Persian in Iran today, I have used a simplified form of
the Library of Congress transliteration system (only long vowels are
marked; the various consonants, s, t and z are not distinguished).

Due to the frequency of their use, I have not italicized the word
qasida.

All dates are given in the Common Era system.

The following abbreviations have been used:

Elr = Encyclopedia Iranica

EP = Encyclopedia of Islam, 2nd. ed.
Q = Qasida
Qt = Qitab
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S Introduction

This book is a study of the poetry of the Persian poet Mas‘td-i Sa‘d-
1Salman (d. 1121), born in Lahore but whose roots were in Hamadan
in Iran. Mas‘td Sa‘d was a professional court poet at the Ghaznavid
courts of Lahore and Ghazna. Primarily a panegyrist for the Ghaznavid
rulers and administrators, he also wrote poetry for eighteen years about
his sufferings as a prisoner and an exile. Mas‘ad Sa‘d’s early career was
spent at the Ghaznavid court in Lahore, which was at the frontier of
the world of Persian poetry, and this location, along with his sojourn
in prison, was an impetus to his poetic creativity and innovation. It is
tempting to view Mas‘ad Sa‘d as a poet whose vast body of poetic out-
put was influenced entirely by his exotic and foreign (medieval) Indian
locale, but the situation is complicated by the various anxieties that
consumed the poet. Living at the meeting point of two cultures, Indian
and Iranian, he was anxious about being a Persian poet in a location
peripheral to the centre of Iranian culture, and was very conscious of
the tradition of Persian poetry. At the same time he was not unaffected
by hisIndian milieu. This resulted in a career driven by one chief consi-
deration: how to innovatively utilize and expand the literary tradition
of Persian poetry that he inherited in order to gain access to and re-
cognition in courtly circles from which he was absent.
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Writing at a time when ghazd or jihidd was the driving force of the
Ghaznavids in India, the careers of professional poets located at front-
ier cities like Lahore were primarily dedicated to extolling this cause,
in addition to maintaining Iranian courtly values associated with the
festivals of nawriz and mihragin. The chief vehicle of this martial and
courtly poetry was the Persian victory ode, the qasida. The victory
qasida was developed at the court of Sultan Mahmd (d. 1030) in the
hands of poets like ‘Unsurf and Farrukhi, and continued to be a viable
poetic form throughout the later Ghaznavid period.

The court poetry of this period is so much linked with the historical
process of the rise and fall of the Ghaznavids that unfortunately it has
more often been viewed as source material for historians than as the
product of creative individuals. In the case of Mas‘td Sa‘d, his dzvin
has been carefully mined for dates of conquests of Indian cities and the
establishment of a chronology of the Ghaznavid rulers, but has rarely
been critically examined. Given the particular interplay of history and
autobiography in this poet’s divdn, Masud Sad’s poetry particularly
needs to be contextualized against the background of a complex nexus
of political, social and personal histories that contributed to the multi-
ple levels of alienation in the poet’s work. This is the subject matter of
Chapter One.

Exile from spaces where the practice of poetry is privileged, i.e.,
courts and literary centres, is the primary, and chronologically earliest
form of alienation in Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s poetry and is examined in Chap-
ter Two. Removed from Ghazna—the seat of culture and Mecca for
poets—in the initial stages of his career, Mas‘tid Sa‘d found refuge in
language and takes up the theme of the journey, a common compo-
nent of the qasida, and uses it in multifarious ways. His poet persona
repeatedly makes the ritualistic journey in the early qasidas written in
Lahore, usually leaving a heartbroken beloved behind in India and al-
ways ending up in the sultan’s court in Ghazna. Due to the coinci-
dental fact of his first patron being named Mahmud, his feeling of
alienation was translated into a complex form of nostalgia for the poe-
tic Arcadia of Sultan Mahmd; Mas‘td Sa‘d wanted to be a second
poet laureate, as ‘Unsuri had been, to the namesake of the great king,
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and used his poetic virtuosity to exploit the possibilities of the gasida
form to this end. His alienation in this respect fits into the larger mood
of his times, and his voice is one among many, others being Nasir
Khusraw and Sana’1, who composed poetry of protest in exile.

A second level of alienation is found in Mas‘Gd Sa‘d’s habsiyar, the
body of poetry that he produced during his eighteen years of impris-
onment. In the third chapter, the formation of this genre and the full
extent of the poetics deployed in it by Mas‘td Sa‘d are studied. Con-
ceptualized as a discrete body of poetry by medieval Persian literary
historians and classified as a sub-genre of lyric poetry, the habsiyit are
a test-case for working out issues of the origins and development of
literary genres in classical Persian poetry. It was with the habsiyir that
Mas‘td Sa‘d moved on from working solely with the gasida form to
exploring other poetic forms such as the gitah, rubi %, and rarkibband.
It was also as a prisoner and exile, while faced with the danger of being
forgotten by the court, that Mas‘td Sa‘d began to fully exploit the use
of his pen as a takhallus in his poems, for which he has not been pro-
perly credited before now. In his poetry, the takhallus is not merely a
poetic signature appended to a poem—perhaps as an act of copy-
right—but an expression of his individuality and a reminder to the
world of his ability to practice poetry in a non-courtly setting. The
habsiydt remain the primary form of innovation in Mas‘d Sa‘d’s
divén since no subsequent Persian poet matched these poems in their
sheer volume or the range of their poetics.

In Chapter Four, I study Mas‘td Sa‘d’s generic and formal experi-
ments and innovations that date from his post-prison period. These
so-called new forms and genres such as the mustazid are the result of
generic hybridization and the canonization of informal poetic forms
that were not usually included in the divdns of poets. A problematic
area in his divan has been the shahrashiib and birahmisi genres of
poetry which have been thought to be inspired by his Indian environ-
ment. Having failed to find exact models in Indic literatures for these
genres, | have chosen to explain their development within the con-
text of Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s received literary tradition and as a result of his
attempts to vary the traditional modes of composing panegyric and
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occasional poetry. However, I do believe that his Indian environment
acted as an inspiration for the poet to branch out in new directions.
Moving on to the poet’s own views on this subject, I have interpreted
his frequent boasts about the qualities of innovation or originality and
versatility in all forms in the broadest terms but within the parameters
of his poetics. Innovation for him signified a wide variety of things: his
command over two or more languages, introduction of new images,
topoi and genres, and his virtuosity in all the poetic forms and genres
that he utilized.

The final form of alienation, explored in Chapter Five, is connected
with the reception of his work in Iran and India during the last millen-
nium. For a poet whose life and career straddled two adjacent cultures,
the resulting effacement of his actual persona over time, in combina-
tion with a garbled biographical tradition, has resulted in a schizo-
phrenic view of him: one, as a panegyrist who glorified ghazd, and the
other, as a prisoner who wrote soulful and personal poetry about life
in a medieval prison. In Iran, his prisoner persona has been kept alive
in poetic memory from the time of literary historians like NizAm1i
‘Ar(izi and ‘Awfl in the twelfth century, to the twentieth century in the
works of poets who have been imprisoned, such as Malik al-shu'ard
Bahar, and even those who have not, such as Rahi Mu‘ayyiri. Whereas
in India, the emphasis has been on his place in the canons of three sep-
arate literary traditions: Indo-Persian, Hindi and Urdu. Based on a
chance statement by ‘Awfi that Mas‘tid Sa‘d wrote poetry in Hind@'s,
probably a designation for the vernacular used in North India in the
Ghaznavid period, he has been the site of contestation between the
literary histories of Hindi and Urdu. Thus, the construction of canons
on nationalistic or communal lines have often resulted in Mas‘td Sa‘d
being denied his proper place in the annals of Persian literature, con-
tributing a metaphorical level of alienation to the study of his poetry.

My approach in sorting out the widely differing, and at times com-
peting, literary traditions and histories dealing with Mas‘td Sa‘d is
through an engagement with the recent body of criticism on him by
the Iranian scholars Mahdi Niirlyan and Sirtis Shamis4, and the gene-
ral studies of Ghaznavid poetry by Julie S. Meisami, J.T.P. De Bruijn
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and Frank Lewis, while being anchored in the poetry itself. This work
also hopes to raise a number of larger abstract issues in classical Persian
literature, such as the indigenous conceptions of genre and originality,
the problems of marginality and canonization, which can all be further
elucidated by expanding the established canons of poets who are read
and studied to include lesser-heard, but nevertheless, significant voices
from the periphery.
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Chapter One

Poetry at the Frontier of
Y Empire

Let Germanicus know that I shall dedicate my
talent—however much remains—to his
service. Being a poet himself, he may take it kindly,
or anyway not despise the gift. Had his name
been anything else, he might have prospered as one of us, would
have outshone us all, but he had more urgent
and vital duty to furnish the themes for other poets’
paeans. I have no doubt he still finds time
to pick up the pen now and again, to keep his hand
and tongue alive and in touch with his feelings. Apollo,
whose hand is equally skilled with the strings of his lyre and bow,
favours Germanicus, scholar and prince, with a doubled
blessing. And for my part, I have had to learn
new tricks, have become a soldier-poet,
buckle myself into armor, and take my turn on watch,
my eyes peeled for shaggy Coralli and savage
Getae, but hoping to be relieved of this duty. If Rome
remains closed to me, maybe someplace less distant
can be found where I could sit at a desk and at peace praise
his deeds of war.

—Ovid!

Y Ovid’s Poetry of Exile, tr. David R. Slavitt (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, 1990), 205-6.
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A. At the Frontiers of Islam: The Poetics
of Ghaza

Frontier societies, i.e., societies at the periphery of one cultural com-
plex and adjacent to another, have a special significance in the history
of the spread of Islamic culture, having served as outposts in a conti-
nuously expanding and dynamic socio-political phenomenon.? J.F.
Richards writes about South Asia:

Muslim expansion into South Asia is one of the most important and pro-
longed instances of cultural encounter to be found in world history. Begin-
ning as early as the fourth decade of the seventh Christian century, this
process has not yet ended—as the recent political history of South Asia
testifies. Indeed, the extended interaction between two radically different
civilizations, Islamic and Hindu/Buddhist, is comparable to the similar
encounter of Muslim and Christian civilizations. European and Middle
Eastern historians have long recognized the complexity, severity and in-
tensity of the clash between the two civilizations. The concept of the front-
ier, a zone of military, political and cultural interaction, existing through
long periods of time, and moving across space has greatly stimulated and
assisted historians and other scholars. However, those scholars concerned
with Indo-Muslim history have been much less aware of a parallel frontier
on the eastern flank of expanding Islam. Often, if they have noticed the
existence of a military/political frontier in the Sultanate period, they have
ignored the continuity of this phenomenon from the seventh to the twelfth

2The term ‘frontier’ although not often used in the field of literature, is the
focus of an independent branch of historical studies. For an introduction to this
concept, see Robert I. Burns, “The Significance of the Frontier,” in Medieval Front-
ier Societies, ed. Robert Bartlett and Angus MacKay (London: Clarendon Press,
1989), 307-30. David Harry Miller, discussing the imperial Roman frontier with
its ‘barbarians’ in the north, makes a relevant point, “‘When a militaristic society
is expanding, it will tend to see its frontier-zone as amorphous, with an ongoing
potential for further expansion outward, whereas, once that society comes to think
of itself as having reached some limit, or, comes even to see itself as shrinking it
will tend to see its frontier as a defensive line,” ‘Frontier Societies and the Transi-
tion Between Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages,” in Shifting Frontiers in
Late Antiquity, ed. Ralph W. Mathisen and Hagith S. Sivan (London: Variorum,
1996), 161, footnote 15.



8 | Persian Poetry at the Indian Frontier

centuries AD. The time depth, the continuity, and the cultural significance
of this enormous human encounter have been thus underrated.?

Not all frontier societies in Islamdom were similar; cultural contacts
between Muslims and non-Muslims differed to a great extent depend-
ing on the degree and nature of interaction,? but nonetheless there
were some common elements in all such societies. A community based
on the spirit of warfare against infidels (ghazd) gave rise to a frontier
society where many disparate cultural elements would have come into
contact with each other. Such a complex process of conquest and dis-
semination of hitherto alien cultural elements had a significant influ-
ence in the realm of the production of literature, both at the court and
popular levels. The description of literary activity in Spain, which was
the Western frontier of Islamdom, can equally be applied to eleventh-
century Indian society in the Panjab:

When the conquerors set foot on Spanish soil, at the end of the 1st/begin-
ning of the 8th century, Arabic literature was still only represented, in the
East, by the Kur‘an and the religious sciences, as yet in their infancy, and
by alively poetic muse. Itis therefore probable that the Arab warriors, who
were poets to a greater or lesser degree, respected the old tradition, but pro-
bably confined their literary activity to the composition of a few poems de-
signed to extol their tribe, celebrate their military exploits, lament their
dead, or bewalil their exile from their homeland, in the same way as their
fellow-Muslims sent to conquer other parts of the world.

3 “The Islamic Frontier in the East: Expansion into South Asia,” South Asia 4
(Oct. 1974),91. Also see Richard M. Eaton, The Rise of Islam and the Bengal Front-
ier, 1204—1760 (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1994 ), 286.

“1In the case of Anatolia, which was another frontier of Islam and where a Persi-
anate Turkish culture encountered the Byzantines, a different cultural process was
at work. Marshall G.S. Hodgson writes about the differences between Anatolia
and India, “We know a great deal less about the frontier with India than about the
frontier with Europe, though for Islamicate civilization in the long run the passage
into India was the more important of the two . . . India was culturally far more
alien to the Irano-Semitic traditions than was the Hellenic Mediterranean. The
frontier was less famous and fewer ghizis went thither,” 7he Venture of Islam (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1977), 2: 275.

5 EI2, ‘Arabiyya, Appendix: Arabic Literature in Spain.” Another area which
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The nature and quality of literary production was connected to the
extent of interaction and assimilation of Muslims with other cultures,
and also the degree of alienation they felt in those cultures. So far there
has been no study of this kind of literary phenomenon for societies
whose literatures can be called Persianate in their orientation. Frank
Lewis’s description of the cross-cultural interaction in Ghazna, an
important centre of Persian culture at this time, is even more appli-
cable to the Panjab:

Although the Ghaznavids managed to bring the area of eastern Afghanis-
tan solidly into the Perso-Islamic cultural sphere, which, from the 5th/
11th century became increasingly a unified elite culture, the substratum of
popular culture remained free to draw on native elements, and the history
of Iranian philosophy and letters demonstrate that traces of the Zoroastr-
ian, Manichaean and Buddhist cultures continued to surface throughout

the period.°

Courtly works, which were commissioned to broadcast the expansion
activities of the conquerors, differed from popular literature, which
dealt with more immediate subjects. Concerning the literary activity

offers many points of comparison with India is Caucasia, where the interplay of
Islam and Christendom can be seen in the literary output of the poets active there;
for a description of these ghdzi communities, see Jan Rypka, History of Iranian
Literature, tr.P.van Popta-Hope (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1968),201-3; ‘Abdulhusayn
Zarrinkb, Pir-i Ganjah dar justuji-yi Nékojddbid (Tehran: Sukhan, 1372/
1993), 18.

6 Reading, Writing, and Recitation: Sana’i and the Origins of the Persian Ghazal
(Ph.D. dissertation, University of Chicago, 1995), 116-17. Miller’s comments
on the Roman frontier are also relevant here, ‘{C]ross-cultural interaction led sim-
ply to the development of an exploitation-based, hierarchialized and militarized
social system—which was recognizably the product of the non-Roman cultures
that had been forced to change in that way. Non-Roman Europe, both before and
after Roman intrusion, was a group of cultures among whom hard-and-fast breaks
between cultures and communities were non-existent—differences were gradu-
ated progressions over distance. Militarization and seigneurialization, therefore,
took similar forms across the spectrum and, when peoples from diverse origins
within that spectrum met, assimilation remained relatively easy despite imperial
rhetoric denigrating the so-called aliens,” ‘Frontier Societies,” 169-70.
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in Anatolia, another important frontier in Islamdom, Yorgos Dedes
writes:

As far as Anatolia is concerned, whatever the metaphor or neologism one
chooses to describe the cultural experience of the Muslim Turks in the
region, whether transplantation, osmosis, diffusion, or acculturation, the
most widespread and on-going process was one of translation. Over the
course of the next four centuries, the emerging Turkish literati themselves
realized the importance of translation. Authoritative Islamic culture was
written and required book-learning, therefore translation of books was a
praised and prized achievement in any field.”

In the realm of popular literature, Dedes goes on to cite the names of
texts that deal with conquest themes in the form of religious folk-epic,
such as the Battalname, Danishmendname, and Saltugname. Interest-
ingly enough, no such popular epic seems to have survived from the
Ghaznavid frontier society. The Shabriydrnimab, the exploits of Sha-
hriyar, the great-grandson of Rustam, that was formerly attributed to
Mukhtari (d. ca. 1149-50) and deals with the jibdd activities of the
Ghaznavids in India, has been shown to be apocryphal.® On the side
of the conquered, there was a whole range of ‘anti-Muslim epics’ in
Indian vernaculars, such as the Prithvi R4j Riso, which glorify resist-
ance to Islam.? According to J.F. Richards, “The Hindu epic of defeat
serves as an unconnected, but parallel form to the Muslim genre of
victory . . .’!% Aziz Ahmad links the later ‘epics of conquest’ written on
the Muslim side by poets such as Amir Khusraw (d. 1325) and ‘Isimi
(d. 1327) as growing out of the Ghaznavid victory qasidas,'! which
often combined epic elements with panegyric poetry.

7 Battalpame (Cambridge: Department of Near Eastern Languages and Civil-
izations, Harvard University, 1996), 1: 35; also see Hodgson, Venture of Islam,
2:273.

8 EI2, ‘Mukhtari,” Julie. S. Meisami. Meisami dates the work to the Mughal
period in India.

9 See Aziz Ahmad, ‘Epic and Counter-Epic in Medieval India,” Journal of the
American Oriental Society 83 (1962), 470-6.

10“The Islamic Frontier in the East,” 101.
1 “Epic and Counter-Epic,” 470.
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Atthelevel of court poetry patronized by the Ghaznavid sultans, in-
creasing contacts with India resulted in the expansion of the tradi-
tional repertoire of genres and images. However, the lack of much of
the literary output of the early Ghaznavid poets in India prevents one
from making broad judgments about the extent and nature of the pro-
duction of such poetry. The surviving divins of two poets of Lahore,
Ab al-Faraj Rant (d. after 1102) and Mas‘td Sa‘d (d. 1121), portray
a society similar in terms of the sentiments of religious zeal and exile
being important sources of inspiration for creative activity. The work
of such poets in the service of empire immortalized their patrons even
as the incorporation of their poems in the material culture of the
period ensured their own renown. The palace at Ghazna was adorned
with verses of the court poets Mas‘td Sa‘d and Mukhtéri who chiefly
wrote panegyric poetry.'? The courtly ethos that underscored all as-
pects of the court poet’s life is summed up by Mas‘d Sa‘d in this line
from a qasida dedicated to his patron Prince Mahmd:

I know two things as the essence of my pleasure and repose:
one, union with a beauty, and the other, praise of the prince. (Q154)"

Poets wrote on amorous themes and described the valour of their patr-
ons, and oftentimes the two modes, lyrical and panegyric/epic, are
skilfully interwoven in a single qasida.

In fact, the victory qasida, or fathndmah, was the predominant
genre of poetry among Ghaznavid court poets.! The qasida of the

12 Alessio Bombaci, 7he Kufic Inscription in Persian Verses in the Court of the
Royal Palace of Masdd III ar Ghazna (Rome: Istituto Italiano per il Medio ed
Estremo Oriente, 1966), 33. He states that ‘the Yaminid sovereigns of Ghazna
were distinguished by their sound training in Islamic culture and Persian litera-
ture,” 41. The connection of Ghaznavid architecture to the material results of
ghazi is also a point of interest, 32.

13 All quotations from Mas‘tid Sa‘d are from Mahdi Niiriyan’s edition of the
collected poetry of the poet, Divin-i ash'dr-i Mas%d-i Sa'd (Esfahan: Kamal,
1364/1985), unless otherwise indicated. All translations are this author’s. See
Appendix for Persian text of poems cited.

14 See Mas‘tid Sa“d’s statement, Henceforth I will compose victory poetry/for
the market for it is thriving (Q109).
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early Ghaznavid poet, Farrukhi, on the momentous occasion of the
conquest of the rich temple-city of Somnath in India served as a model
for many subsequent poets who commemorated in verse every major
victory of their patrons. Sultan Mahmd’s poet laureate, ‘Unsuri, was
perhaps an even more influential model for these poets, as can be seen
in the frequent references Mas‘tid Sa‘d makes to him. Structurally, the
poetics of ghazd can be situated within the boundaries of the conven-
tional panegyric qasida. Although much of this poetry becomes repet-
itive and tedious, each poet used his virtuosity to describe in ever more
unusual and exaggerated terms all the accoutrements and attributes of
his patron that made his victory possible, i.e., his sword, horse, army,
courage. Ab(i al-Faraj Riint and Mas‘(d Sa‘d Salmén, who were actu-
ally living in the land of the infidels and not writing from afar, were
inspired by their environment to engage in all sorts of verbal play using
established images and tropes. For instance, here Mas‘id Sa‘d addres-
ses Sultan Shirzad in an extremely rhetorical manner:

The troop-breaking, lion-hunting king Shirzad
cleansed the soul of infidelity with his Hindu sword. (Q79)

The Hindu sword (i.e., of Indian steel), a clichéd image by this time,
necessarily figures in martial poems and here it becomes the instru-
ment to conquer the very people who gave their name to it. In a poem
addressed to Prince Mahmid, whom he frequently calls amir-i ghizi,
the poet again uses the image without the cultural epithet for the
sword, at the same time displaying more detailed knowledge of Hindu
cultural practices:

The Brahman whose pride is his sacred thread,
out of fear of your sword will rip it off his body. (Q111)

The abundance of such elaborate rhetorical devices in his poems shows
that already these must have become stock expressions of praise and do
not have any newness to them.

A victory qasida that may have been Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s innovation in
terms of its thyme word, fath (victory), is addressed to Sultan Mas‘ad:
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This is a journey of victory, as you return from this journey,
the kings of the world call it the ‘journey of victory.’

May you have a hundred victories, and a hundred years hence
in India every moment let them see the effects of victory . . .

I will versify all of it and at every occasion a narrator

will recite the stories of victory at your bedside. (Q47)

Here, the poet has created an ingenious poem with a difficult rhyme
word, and the repetition of the word fa#/ in each line almost turns it
into an anthem. In addition, where the sultan’s glorious deeds are
mentioned, the poet’s mention of his own skill and purpose is not dis-
tant.

Iran and India are demarcated in the d7vin of Mas‘td Sa‘d in a way
that leaves no doubt that the poet situates himself in India, represent-
ing himself as the cultural heir of Iran. The poet s less conscious of the
mingling of diverse cultural elements in the frontier areas than of the
differences which separated the two cultural complexes,' keeping
alive the spirit of conquest. India was a land that had to be made an ex-
tension of the Iranian world, as indicated in this hortatory line:

May you establish a thousand forts like Iran in India;
may you capture a thousand kings like [the Sasanian] Kasra from

posterity. (Q17)

Although Lahore in India was his birthplace and he expresses his at-
tachment to it in tender terms in many poems, Ghazna and the Iranian
world was the cultural ¢7blah for him as it was for other poets of this
period; the tension between the two especially informs his exile poetry
aswill be shown later. In essence, Mas‘id Sa‘d belonged to both worlds
and to neither, and we shall see how his feelings about his location in-
form his poetry.

15 For a discussion of the geographical region of ‘Iranshahr’ as conceptualized
in pre-modern sources, see Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet, ‘Fragile Frontiers: The Dimi-
nishing Domains of Qajar Iran,” in International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies
29 (May 1997), 205-9. The author’s comments on the shortcomings of the
theoretical discourse on nationalism and mapping spaces are supported by the
poetic sources of the Ghaznavid period.
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B. Lahore: The Second Ghaznavid City

When Mahmiid founded Lahore-Lahantr,
He laid the foundation of a Kzdba, which was the desire of the heart,

When I considered for the year of foundation,
Forthwith reason said, ‘Mahmid is the founder.*®

The western boundaries of the Ghaznavid empire, expanded to
include most of the Iranian lands during the reign of this dynasty’s
greatest ruler, Sultan Mahmid (r. 998-1030), and then shrank within
a short span of time under his successor Sultan Mas‘td (r. 1030-40).
The defeat of the Ghaznavids at the hands of the Seljugs at Dandangan
in 1040 significantly changed the orientation of the empire.!” The
march eastwards into India, which had been a primary preoccupation
of Sultan Mahmd, became even more intensified over time and prov-
ed to be of permanent historical significance. Muslim rule had already
been established in Sindh and the southern Panjab before the advent of
the Ghaznavids into the subcontinent, with an Ismaili dynasty based
in Multan by the end of the tenth century.'® Although Sultan Mahmiid
took Multan early, in 1005—6, it was only towards the end of his reign
that he sought to have a permanent and organized Ghaznavid military
and administrative presence in Panjab, based in Lahore, the ‘centre of
the Muslim ghiz#s in India.”!® According to Bosworth, the chief pre-
sence in Lahore was ‘the volunteer element of the army, the ghdzss or
mutatawwi a. The successes of the early Ghaznavids attracted plun-
der-seeking adventurers to their standards, above all for the Indian

16 Quoted in Syad Muhammad Latif's Lahore: Its History, Architectural Re-
mains and Antiquities, With an Account of Its Modern Institutions, Inbabitants,
Their Trade, Customs, ¢c. (Lahore: Oriental Publishers, 1981), 353.

17 See C.E. Bosworth, The Later Ghaznavids: Splendour and Decay, The Dynasty
in Afghanistan and Northern India, 1040—1186 (Edinburgh: University Press,
1977), 6-9.

18 See André Wink, Al-Hind: The Making of the Indo-Islamic World (Leiden:
E.J. Brill, 1990), 1: 109-92.

Y C.E. Bosworth, The Ghaznavids: Their Empire in Afghanistan and Eastern
Iran, 9941040 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1963), 76.
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campaigns.”* After him, each successive ruler, for economic and ideo-
logical reasons, turned his attention to India at the cost of the Western
areas of the kingdom.?! It was due to the ghazé campaigns of these rul-
ers, alongside the efforts of Sufis, that north Indian Islam at this early
period came to have a culturally and politically Persianate orientation.

The mythical stories about the pre-Islamic origins of Lahore do not
provide any actual historical information about the city before the
arrival of Muslims. The city is only mentioned for the first time in early
Arab and Persian sources as a small town whose population was com-
prised entirely of Hindus until the Ghaznavids entered the region
when it came into prominence.? Just before becoming a Ghaznavid
possession, Lahore was part of the Hindushahi kingdom which was
based at Waihind, near Peshawar. In 405/1014 the Hindushahi ruler,
Trilochanapal, was defeated by Sultan Mahmad and withdrew to
Eastern Panjab; Lahore then passed into the hands of the Ghaznavids.

Many forms of the city’s name are found in historical sources, in-
cluding in the divin of Mas‘tid Sa‘d.* Lahore began to be known as
‘little Ghazna’ due to its growing importance for the dynasty. It re-
mained the second city of the Ghaznavids, although it appears that, as
the Ghurids rose to power in the western part of the empire and in-
creasingly threatened the position of the Ghaznavid house, it gained

201bid., 114.

21'When Sultan Mahmd passed away, Mas‘iid, who was engaged in a battle
of succession with his brother, received a letter from his aunt, Hurra-yi Khuttali,
in which ‘she describes Ghazna with its face towards India, as the heart (as/) of
the empire,’ ibid., 235.

22 Lahore is first described in the anonymous treatise Hudiid al-‘4lam in 372/
982 as having no Muslims living there. All the early references to Lahore have been
brought together in Muhammad Bagqir’s Lahore, Past and Present: Being an Ac-
count of Lahore Compiled from Original Sources (Delhi: B.R. Publishing, 1985),
1-24. There appears to be some confusion in the early sources about Lahore being
acity or a province; it is referred to as both, although the Ghaznavid sources only
refer to it as a city. Also see Latif, Lahore, 1-12.

2 The various forms were recorded in the dictionary, Farbang-i Jahingiri,
completed by Jamal al-Din Husayn Injtiin 1017/1608. Muhammad Bagir brings
together the variations, Ibid., 13-14.
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in importance. Lahore became the refuge for the last sultan, Khusraw
Malik, and his court, when in 1186 the Ghurid ‘Al4 al-Din Jabinsiz
burnt Ghazna and proceeded to Lahore, which too passed into the
possession of the Ghurids. Thus, there was a gradual eastward spread
of Persianate courtly culture and the frontier was always changing its
parameters.

There is scarcely any information concerning the composition of
the cultural and religious elites of Lahore at this time.? An important
person in the history of Persian Sufism, Ab( al-Hasan al-Hujviri Dizi
Ganjbakhsh, had moved to Lahore towards the end of his life and died
there in 1071. He presumably wrote his treatise on mysticism, Kashf”
al-Mahjiib, in Lahore.?> About a second, more powerful person, Abdul
Ghani writes:

Another striking personality, whose arrival and stay at Lahore during the
reign of Sultdn Ibrahim gave a great incentive to Persian taste and learning
in the Punjab, was Ab( Nasr Farsi, better known as ad/#b (an adeptin litera-
ture). He founded a University at Lahore called Khineqih-¢ Abi; Nasr or,
according to ‘Aufl, Khineqih-e ‘Amd, which remained for centuries, under
different designations, the centre of Persian and Arabic cultures in the
East.26

Ab( Nasr-i Parsi was an influential personality in this frontier city, and
a major patron of Mas‘(id Sa‘d and other contemporary poets. Histor-
ians of Persian literature have all spoken of an active literary scene in
Lahore at this time, chiefly based on the testimony of ‘Awfl, the writer

% For a survey of the general situation, see Muhammad Tkram, Ab-i Kausar
(Lahore: Idarah-i Saqafat-i Islamiyah, 1992), 55-86.

B It is not clear why Hujviri actually left Ghazna for Lahore. In The Kashf al-
Mahjiib, he only mentions being inconvenienced because he had left his library
behind, ‘I could not possibly set down more than this . . . my books having been
left at Ghazna—may God guard it—while I myself had become a captive among
uncongenial folk . . . in the district of Lahdwur,” tr. Reynold A. Nicholson (Delhi:
Taj, 1991), 91. Abdur Rashid states that the Sufi came to Lahore ‘under orders
from his Pir;, Life and Teachings of Hazrat Data Ganj Bakhbsh (Lahore: Central
Urdu Development Board, 1967), 23.

26 Pre-Mughal Persian Poetry in Hindustan (Allahabad: Allahabad Law Journal
Press, 1941), 193—4.
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of a biographical dictionary of early Persian poets. ].T.P. De Bruijn
calls the poets working in Lahore the ‘second school of Ghaznavid poe-
try,?’ which, he adds, is not a stylistic designation, rather, from the
point of view of innovation, their work is regarded as being distinctive
from that produced at other Persianate courts. The full implications
and validity of this claim are examined below.

The earliest poet of Lahore was Abti ‘Abdulldh Razbih Nukat,
panegyrist to Sultan Mas‘(d I, but his poetry has not survived except
for some excerpts in the earliest biographical dictionary of Persian lite-
rature.?® Apart from Mas‘tid Sa‘d, the only poet who is known to have
been active at the Lahore court at this time and whose divin is ex-
tant is Ab( al-Faraj Rani. Riini was a slightly older contemporary of
Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s and spent his entire life in the service of the Ghaznavids
in Lahore. Poets like San4’t and Mukhtari were late contemporaries of
Mas‘td Sa‘d, and although their works are extant, they do not seem to
have ever been to Lahore. The poets whose activities have been record-
ed by ‘Awfl were affiliated with the last Ghaznavid rulers over the
course of half a century until the Ghurids wiped out this remarkable
dynasty. In any case, hardly any of the literary works from this period
have survived. The court of BahrAimshah, Mas‘td Sa‘d’s last patron,
appears to have been just as vigorous in the production of poetry as
some of the earlier monarchs’.?” Among the many works produced
here was the translation in Persian prose of Ibn Muqaffa’s Kalila wa
Dimna by Munshi Nasrullah. Significantly, this important work on
statecraft had its origins in Indian tales, and its retelling in this milieu
suggests that, after a presence of over a century in the subcontinent, the
Ghaznavids were making efforts to legitimize their rule by commis-
sioning such a text.

27 Of Piety and Poetry: The Interaction of Religion and Literature in the Life and
Works of Hakim Sana’i of Ghazna (Leiden: E.].Brill, 1983), 151.

BAwR, Lubdb al-albsb, ed. E.G. Browne (Tehran: Fakhr-i Razi, 1982),
544-5.

2 ‘Awf, ibid., 382—6; Bosworth, Later Ghaznavids, 109-10. For poets under
the last ruler, Khusraw Malik (r. 1160—86), see Bosworth, ibid., 127-8; ‘Awfl,
96-108, 324—34, 405—13.
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As a literary centre, Lahore was a provincial shadow of the central
Ghazna court, and from Mas‘(d Sa‘d’s dvin it is clear that an ambi-
tious fledgling poet merely considered it a starting-point in his career.
In fact, even as the Ghaznavid empire increasingly had an Eastern
orientation, Lahore neither wholly replaced Ghazna nor rivalled it in
a major way. Additionally, being situated at the frontier it was neither
wholly part of the central Iranian cultural complex, nor yet separated
from the latter to become an Indo-Persian centre. Only with the end
of the Ghaznavid house did the centre of literary production become
established first at Uchh in Sindh and then in Delhi, with the patron-
age of independent Indian dynasties. The first extant history of Persian
literature was to be written by an exile himself, ‘Awfi, who fled Khura-
san around 1218 due to the advent of the Mongols and arrived at the
court of Nasir al-Din Qabachah at Uchh.

C. The Life of Mas%d Sa'd

Traditional biographical dictionaries (zazkirahs) were the only sec-
ondary literature on Mas‘d Sa‘d’s life and work until the first semi-
critical evaluation of his d7vdn, was written chiefly in order to formu-
late a chronology of the poet’s biography, by the Iranian scholar in
exile, MirzA Muhammad ‘Abdulvahib Qazvini. Published in 1905 in
an English translation by E.G. Browne,** the original Persian appears
not to be extant. There were numerous manuscripts and a nineteenth
century lithographed edition of the poet’s divin until 1939, when
the first critical edition by Rashid Yasimi was published. Using more
manuscripts than Yasemi had access to, the divin was edited again in
1985 by Mahdi Niriyan.?! Since then, the discovery of additional
manuscripts of the poet’s works has prompted Nirlyan to work on a
revised edition of the d7vdn. There have not been any major studies of
this poet, and in light of the second edition of the divdnand its editor’s
research into the life of the poet, a biographical sketch of the poet

30 ‘Mas‘tid-i Sa‘d-i Salman,’ Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society (1905), 693—
740, (1906), 11-51.

31 See the review of Niriyan’s edition by Muhammad Mahyar in Ayandah 51
(1368/1989), 349-51.
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would not be out of place here. In the case of Mas‘d Sa‘d, perhaps
more than that of any other Persian poet, his biography is inextricably
linked to his poetry and in fact much of his work does not make sense
without the necessary historical contextualization. Attempting to
avoid the pitfalls of purely factual biographical criticism, I will focus
on the autobiographical aspect of his dvin to facilitate understand-
ing of the self-representation of the poet in terms of his various perso-
nas and the spaces which they inhabit.

Mas‘td Sa‘d’s ancestral city was Hamadan. His father, Sa‘d-i Sal-
man had come to Lahore as an accountant (mustawyf?) in the entourage
of Prince Majdaid, who had been sent by Sultan Mahmid to garrison
the frontier city in 1035-36.%* In the poet’s own words:

Didn’t Sa‘d-i Salmén serve for fifty years?
He worked hard to acquire this property and estate. (Q91)

and elsewhere:

My father, Sa‘d son of Salman

served for a total of sixty years:
sometimes as a functionary in the retinue,
at other times, as a nobleman. (Q217)3?

The poet was born around the years 1046—49 in Lahore where he spent
his childhood and youth.**In 1058-59 when Sultan Ibrihim became
sultan and made peace with the Seljugs, he once again concentrated
on directing the efforts of Ghaznavid forces towards the conquest of
India. According to Ghaznavid practice, his eldest son, Mahmad Sayf

32 Bayhaqi, 7drikh-i Bayhaqi, ed. Ghani and Fayyiz (Tehran: Khvajt, 1370/
1991), 501.

33 Apparently his father had a good standing in the community even after all
those years. In one line he says, ‘A man who is descended from Sa‘d Salmin/even
ifhe becomes poison he will notharm your property’ (R113); also when he invokes
his own name in a poem, itis always connected with that of his father: he is Mas‘d
son of Sa‘d son of Salman.

3% Qazvini disproves the various claims in tazkirahs for the poet’s true birth-
place, e.g., ‘Awfi claims he was born in Hamadan, Dawlatshah says it was Gur-

>

gan.
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al-Dawlah, was appointed the viceroy of these territories and charged
with carrying out campaigns into the land of the infidels. In 107677
Prince Mahmd was rewarded for his victories with the title of Sani
amir al-mu’'minin (Protégé of the commander of the believers) by the
caliph. In his first appearance on the scene of Ghaznavid history,
Mas‘td Sa‘d would have been a young aspiring poet, who composed
a qasida to mark this important occasion. He declares:

When morning made heaven’s visage like a silver leaf,
the zephyr from the king’s palace gave me good tidings:
‘Ab( al-Muzaffar, the just sultan Ibrahim,
by exalted fortune, raised the position and pomp
of the pride of the state, Mahmid Sayf al-Dawlah,
when he delivered the Indian dominions to him.
All of India read the kbutbah in his glorious name,
and placed the diadem of nobility on his fortunate head.” (Q209)

The poet had already composed a qasida to the prince but perhaps did
not enter his service until the latter came to Lahore.?> He is a poet of
the city of Lahore and was greatly attached to it, as is attested by the
famous qasida he wrote to it in exile, and in this 72647 to the river Ravi:

O Ravi, if paradise is to be found, it is you,

if there is a kingdom fully equipped, it is you,

water in which is the lofty heaven is you,

a spring in which there are a thousand rivers is you. (R391)

In these lines from a girzh he indicates his material situation in
Lahore:

I had three baths in Lahore

which was known to everybody.

Today it is three years that my hair

has been like the hair of the infidels.?® (Qt19)

Thus, from all accounts, Mas‘td Sa‘d was a courtier and a poet and an
established member of the early Iranian aristocracy based in India.
The most shadowy and obscure aspect of Mas‘td Sa‘d’s life is the

% Qazvint, ‘Mas‘tid-i Sa‘d-i Salman,” 714-15.
3 This reference is probably to the matted hair of Hindu ascetics.
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matter over which he fell from favour and was exiled. The details of this
affair are closely connected to his relationship with his first patron,
Prince Mahmiid. Following NizAmi ‘Artizi’s story in the Chahir mag-
dlah, subsequent pre-modern and modern sources have tended to
repeat the story that it was Prince Mahmid who was apprehended for
planning to go over to the rival court of Saljuq Malikshah; he was dis-
graced and removed from office by his father, Sultan Ibrahim, and
with him his whole entourage, including our poet. Relying on the
poet’s own words, Qazvini wrote that Mas‘id Sa‘d came to Ghazna ‘to
demand justice against certain persons who had robbed him of his
farms and estates, but on his arrival there fell under suspicion, and . . .
was cast into prison.””” However, Mahdi Nariyan has sought to ex-
plain the circumstances of this matter in a manner that is supported
by Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s own version of the story, which provides a more com-
plicated yet plausible explanation for this shadowy period of the poet’s
life.?®

Nriyan’s thesis, which is the most plausible explanation of the
events, is that the poet fell out of favour with Prince Mahmd himself,
and the latter’s problems with the sultan and his removal from office
are a separate set of events. The trouble started on an official visit to the
capital Ghazna, when Mas‘(id Sa‘d came into contact with the court
poet Rashidi, and in a poetic context defeated him. In the poet’s own
words:

My lord, you know what your slave did

in Ghazna with the glib poets.
For every qgasida that Rashid{ took a month to compose
my replies were better than them, and all extempore.

If I didn’t fear you, O prince! by God

I would have deprived Rashidi of honour and a living . . .
When they saw how the king honoured me
by giving me position and rank close to himself,

they slandered me before him

with a hundred thousand deceptions, tricks and ruses. (Q219)

371bid., 721-2.
38 ‘Mas‘ad Sa‘d va gunah-i 4zadagl,” Hasti (1372/1993), 149-67.
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Upon returning to Lahore, the poet repeatedly boasted of his triumph
over Rashidi. The slander of jealous rivals, perhaps the partisans of
Rashidi, turned Prince Mahmid against Mas‘ad Sa‘d, and the poet
faced a multitude of problems in his professional and personal life. He
complains of this to the prince:

In no way did they see another crime

except that this city is the place of my birth and origin.
If T recite licit magic to them,
they only say, After all he is a young child. (Q26)

There is the implication here that he, as a provincial poet, must be
conscious of his lower position with respect to the poets of the capital
city. In addition to casting aspersions about his standing as a poet, the
prince’s troops raided his home:

I became transfixed and stunned when I saw myself surrounded
by a horde of bareheaded Daylamites,

faces glowing with rage and twisted with hatred;

it seems they brought on a paralytic wind and a pain . . .
Those insatiable dogs tore my house to pieces,
those sharp-hoofed asses turned my place into a dunghill.

Due to their severity, not a bit of silver was left to pawn,

nor my wits remained about me from their shouting. (Q276)

His property and belongings were confiscated. When he asked for per-
mission to perform the Aajj, his request was denied.

The matter concerning the Aajj has further twists. Mas‘tid Sa‘d har-
boured the hope of going over to the court of the Saljugs in Khurasan,
who had over time surpassed the Ghaznavids in pomp and glory, espe-
cially in the patronage of poets.”” The pilgrimage plan of the poet may

% Several similarities in the lives of Mas‘ad Sa‘d and the later poet Khaqani
exist, most notably the prevention of the poets’ going over to rival courts, and their
subsequent imprisonment. NiirlyAn draws attention to this factin hisarticle, 161.
For the details of Khiqéini’s plan to go to Khurasan, see Rypka, History of Iranian
Literature, 205. Rypka writes, ‘Khaqani lived constantly under the delusion that
he was being unjustly treated and was therefore ever in search of something better,’
206.
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indeed have been a pretext for leaving the Ghaznavid domains. But
Prince Mahmd did not give him permission to leave Lahore. In the
end, the poet resorted to seeking redress, from Sultan Ibrahim himself
at Ghazna, for all the injustices he had suffered at the hands of his pat-
ron. However, this move ended up working against him, and the sul-
tan, who had already been turned against the poet, had the perfect
excuse to punish him officially. Based on a ¢iz 2/ it has been surmised
that the senior poet Abti al-Faraj Rni had a hand in this matter, but
it seems more likely that another Abd al-Faraj was involved in this af-
fair.® The poet Abii al-Faraj was not at Ghazna and there is no indi-
cation that there was any rivalry between them.

In his early poems, Mas‘tid Sa‘d frequently mentions going on a
journey, sometimes specifically mentioning Khurasan as his destina-
tion, and it is quite probable that the poet had ambitious plans for
furthering his career which got him into trouble. He portrays his
dilemma in these terms:

Sometimes I am wounded by the calamity of Lahore;
sometimes I am chained by the calumny of Khurasan. (Q204)

However, he reassures Prince Mahmiid that he will be faithful:

I am not like the deer who grazes on another’s land

and places its perfumed muskbag in another’s country.
I am like the royal falcon who even in captivity
brings the prey before you when it is set free. (Q135)

Later, from prison he attempts to justify the suspicion of his enemies,
p p J p
yet clear himself of all blame:

Where would you find one like him in Khurasan?

For in every excellence he is the pride of the world.
Otherwise why would his enemies repeatedly say,
‘He is thinking of Khurasan.’

40Tt is clear that the poet’s oft-cited git@h (151) beginning, ‘Bt al-Faraj, are you
not ashamed at your machinations/that got me thrown into such a prison?’, does
not refer to the court poet, Ab( al-Faraj Riini, with whom the poet had an ami-
cable relationship. This Bt al-Faraj has not been identified.
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If such ideas have entered my head,
for me a demon is better than God. (Q33)

Mas‘td Sa‘d spent the next ten years, from 1088-98/99, in three
successive remote Ghaznavid fortresses, Dahak, S@, and Nay.4! In an
effort to gain the clemency of his patrons he wrote a body of work in
the habsiyit (prison poetry) genre, which would ultimately be respons-
ible for gaining him fame amongst his contemporaries and with post-
erity. His release coincided with the death of Sultan Ibrahim; the new
sultan Mas‘ad 11, as was the custom, appointed his son Prince ‘Azud
al-Dawlah ShirzAd as the viceroy of India. Mas‘tid Sa‘d entered this
prince’s service, and was especially favoured by the deputy-governor,
Abu Nasr-i Parsi, who patronized many poets of the time. Abt Nasr-
i Parsi had the poet appointed to the governorship of Jallandar, East
Panjab, where he wrote his only masnavi, describing an evening of rev-
elry and expressing his nostalgia at being away from Lahore. Unfortu-
nately, the poet did not occupy this post for long; in the wake of the
disgrace of Abti Nasr-i Parsi, all his dependents were putin prison, and
until 1106-7, Mas‘(d Sa‘d spent the next seven years in the prison of
Maranj.*2 During this time, he wrote more habsiyit poetry, having be-
come quite adept at this genre. After his release, obtained through the
intermediacy of a highly-positioned patron, Sigat al-Mulk, he spent
the last fifteen years of his life at Ghazna, serving four consecutive

41 Qazvini writes, ‘T have not been able to determine the positions of St and
N4y, which appear to have been two insignificant castles, possessing neither im-
portance nor celebrity sufficient to cause the old geographers to mention them.
Dahak, however, is one of the stations on the road between Zaranj, the capital of
Sistdn, and Bust, which is within the confines of Zabulistin, that is, of the king-
dom of Ghazna,” ‘Mas‘tid-i Sa‘d-i Salmén,” 723. The Afghan scholar, Muhammad
Ibrahim ‘Alamshhi, made an excursion to the fortress of N4y and describes the
route and locale in his article ‘Qal‘ah-yi Nay’ in /Dyémi 9/11(1331/1952), 5-14,
passim. A few years later, ‘Abd al-Hay Habibi identified and described all three
fortresses as being in present-day Afghanistan, ‘Mahabis-i Mas‘id-i Sa‘d-i Salmén’
in Yaghma 21 (1347/1968), 678-86.

42 Qazvini writes, ‘Maranj or Marang is the name of a castle in India, according
to the Burhin-i-Qati; but I have been unable to find any mention of it elsewhere,’

ibid., 11.
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sultans as librarian and panegyrist, finally having gained the position
and respect that he had longed for all his life. In a poem addressed to
Sultan Mas‘td, he thanks him for being made librarian:

You chose him to be the treasurer of the books,
may your kingly resolve be firmly established. (Q48)

In a qasida addressed to Sultan Bahrimshah, Mas‘tid Sa‘d looks back
at his eventful life sanguinely:

Last year and the year before, I had no hopes for my life,

but this year my condition is not like that of last year and the
year before.

Today, no one has the rank, position and office

as I your slave rightly have. (Q38)

In total, Mas‘ad Sa‘d served as panegyrist for the following five
Ghaznavid monarchs apart from his first and chief patron, Prince
Mahmd:

Sultan Ibrahim r. 1058-99 (1089-99)%
Sultan Mas‘td 111 r. 1099-1114 (1100-7)
Sultan Shirzad r. 1114-15
Sultan Arsalinshah r. 1115-17
Sultan Bahrimshah r. 1117-57

The poet died in 1121-22, the fourth year of Sultan Bahrimshah’s re-
ign.% As far as we know, there are no elegies for the poet’s death that
survive. Not much is known of Mas‘td Sa‘d’s progeny aside from the
information found in fazkirahs thathis son, Sa“ddat, was a poet under
Bahramshah.% Another son, Salih, had passed away during the poet’s
lifetime, on which occasion the poet composed an elegy.

Mas‘td Sa‘d’s professional career was largely spent between court
and prison: the former a public space that centred around the patron,

3 Dates in parentheses indicate Mas‘id Sa‘d’s years in prison.

“Tbid., 716-19.

4 7Zabihullah Safa, Tdrikh-i adabiyidr dar Irén (Tehran: Ibn-i Stna, 1336/
1957), 2: 491.
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and the latter a private and isolated space where the focus became the
poet’s own self. Although vastly different, these spaces are linked to-
gether because of court politics and historical circumstance. The inter-
play of spatial conceptions such as court vs. prison, Ghazna vs. Lahore,
Iran vs. India, as well as metaphoric spaces such as centre vs. periphery,
are persistent and important themes with which the poet engages
throughout his work, and that would particularly haunthim in prison.

D. Mas%d Sa‘d and Ghaznavid Poetry

Evaluating the poetry of Mas‘(id Sa‘d, NiriyAn’s statement that prison
turned a mediocre panegyrist into a poet of the first order is supported
by the quality of the poetry in his divin. The early body of non- habsiyir
poetry in Mas‘td Sa‘d’s divin is almost exclusively panegyric, and des-
pite its superiority from a technical point of view, it would not parti-
cularly stand out from the works of other court poets of the period like
Mu‘izzi and Abi al-Faraj Rani. Apart from certain modifications in
the qasida and a few poems in non-traditional genres, this poetry is not
remarkable without its historical context. In any case, it is difficult to
form an overall opinion of the quality of poetry in this period, espe-
cially comparing Mas‘td Sa‘d to his contemporaries, given the small
body of late Ghaznavid poetry extant today. However, in comparison
with the divins of the triad of early Ghaznavid poets from a couple of
generations ago, ‘Unsuri, Farrukhi, and Mandchihri, one can see in
the later poet a shift to a different poetics: the imagery, themes for the
nasib, even genres, have changed or are in the process of changing, pro-
bably in response to shifting tastes on the part of the audience and as
aresponse to adifferent cultural milieu in which the poets found them-
selves.

De Bruijn’s suggestion that Mas‘(id Sa‘d’s location in India was res-
ponsible for the unusual quality of his work can also be applied to this
changing poetics. Concerning the Ghaznavid poets of Lahore, he says:

An explanation of the greater freedom which these poets allowed them-
selves with regard to literary traditions, can only be given by speculation.
The contacts with a foreign culture, which were open especially to the
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poets working in Hind(istAn, may have inspired some new forms; this is
even likely in the case of Mas‘(id-i Sa‘d-i Salmin . . . the opportunities for
innovation may have increased so much because the poets were less subject
to the control of literary critics among their audience. The new develop-
ments of this period which had a lasting effect on the history of Persian
poetical style would, in that case, have resulted from the growing provinc-
ialism of Ghaznavid culture as a whole.*

As discussed above, the encounter of two cultures is a complex process,
and in this case the precise nature of the ‘contacts’ between them can-
not be pinpointed; also, given the paucity of extant works, it would be
rash to claim something ‘new’ as exclusively Mas‘id Sa‘d’s innovation.
Since the circulation of poetry at this time was not impaired by poli-
tical or geographical boundaries, there was never any lack of ‘control
of literary critics’ even in the most remote areas. However, the poet’s
own testimony bespeaks the fact that something ‘new’ was happening
and he was at the centre of such innovations. What precisely is this
‘innovation’ and where is it in Mas‘(d Sa‘d’s poetry? There does not
seem to be a consensus on this subject, but innovation here can be
understood as a departure from established trends and the introduc-
tion of new poetic forms into the existing repertoire as a response to
new situations facing the poet. There is also the gradual shift of focus
from the patron onto the poet himself in his poems. In the tradition
of boasting about one’s poetic skills (fz&hr), Mas‘td Sa‘d writes in a
poem:

46 Of Piety and Poetry, 151. De Bruijn also refers to this period as ‘[t]he renais-
sance of Ghaznavid poetry,” 150, suggesting a revival of the ‘first’ Ghaznavid
school of poetry at the courts of Sultans Mahmd and Mas‘(d L. In any case, the
designations of schools of literary style are often merely convenient designations
of group poets living in a particular region, and break down upon closer analysis.
Rypka’s comments on the ‘Azerbaijan school” bear similarity to the situation in
Lahore; his comment on Khiqan{’s poetry, ‘Such a d#vin could only have been
composed in Transcaucasia, where the two religions [Islam and Christianity] met
and intermingled,’ 202-3, is applicable to Mas‘ad Sa‘d if Hinduism is substituted
for Christianity. Both poets worked in different frontier situations and have been

celebrated for their difficult but distinguished styles.
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Among the skilled masters I am [proficient] in every art
although today my name is included amongst all the poets. (Q25)

The word anvi® does not seem to be used in a precise way here, as it
is used today in the meaning of genres and poetic forms, and also seems
to be unattested elsewhere at this period. Mas‘td Sa‘d seems to be
using itin its broadest sense here. In the following line, he boasts of the
rare quality of his verses using the same term as in the previous line:

No one knows today, what [power] of expression and pen

I have inside me in all forms/genres. (Q35)

In the following line, he boasts of his ability to be adaptable and
prolific:

I compose a thousand dfvéns and in each one
I fashion a thousand panegyrics like a hundred thousand gems. (Q91)

At the same time, there is the suggestion that one who can compose
multiple divdns must be extraordinary in his poetic skills. In all of
these claims, above and beyond the requisite boasting of a professional
poet, there is a plea for his ‘newness’ or ‘differentness’ to be recognized
and acknowledged by his audience.

Mas‘td Sa‘d’s claim of being adept at various forms can be inter-
preted in several ways. Abdul Ghani writes about the versatility of
Mas‘td Sa‘d in utilizing the various poetic forms that he inherited and
others that he was the first to employ:

[I]t may be noted that he has made an important departure from the esta-
blished practice in the sphere of panegyric poetry which was, up till his
time, limited to gasidah. Very few poets, indeed, had before him used any
other form of metrical composition as a vehicle for praise. But Mas‘d ex-
tended its bounds by using freely all types of poetry for the purpose. The
forms which were commonly employed by him to supersede gasidah were
musaddas, ghazal and qit'a."’

47 Pre-Mughal Persian, 209; also see Muhammad Riy4z, ‘Ibtikarit-i Mas‘(d-i
Sa‘d Salman,” Méahnimah-yi Hildl 6/7 (1349/1970), 49-52.
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He is the first poet to have used the greatest variety of poetic forms and
genres and perhaps was the first to have included a couple of them,
such as the mustazid and shahréshiib, in his collected works. The vast
majority of poems in his d7vin are in the form of qasidas. The other
poetic forms comprise a very small portion of the poet’s corpus, al-
though parts of his oeuvre may not have been preserved for posterity.
The poems in the non-qasida forms, except for the git@h and rubi’i,
appear to be literary experiments on the poet’s part. In addition to the
multifarious poetic forms that the poet dexterously employed, there is
the claim of his writing in two languages: Persian and Arabic, and the
later attribution of having also written in the local Hindi language. In
his habsiydr poetry, he utilizes the skill of combining various modes,
praise and complaint, in a variety of forms. As will be examined later,
ultimately, ‘innovation’ refers to all of these skills and cannot be res-
tricted to a particular genre or device that was privileged by the poet.
The historian of Persian literature Zabihullah Safi writes that every
poet of this period was to a certain degree fascinated by the quality of
innovation (ibtikdr) while still working within the parameters of the
inherited traditions.“® This topic will be discussed in more detail be-
low, after a survey of the formal and generic achievements of Mas‘td
Sa‘d.

Since the qasida was the reigning form at this time and the form
favoured by Mas‘tid Sa‘d, it would be worthwhile to consider its strong
links to the Persian courtly tradition of the period. Bausani states that
Mas‘tid Sa‘d was an imitator of the three earlier Persian poets, Rudaki,
‘Unsuri and Mantchihri.*” The inherited Arabic conventions of the
exordium (7asib) of this form and its particular imagery had been skil-
fully modified by Persian poets in the early Ghaznavid period, so

48 Safa, Tarikh-i adabiyir, ‘[A]ll [poets], in their own words, were innovators
under the influence of new intellectual forces, a sign of the manifestation of stylis-
tic changes in the poetry of their period,” 2: 335, and “The subject of innovation
in poetry certainly took up the attention and interest of poets, some of whom make
clear references to it,” 2: 336.

49 [ 4 Letteratura Persiana (Firenze: Sansoni, 1968), 221.
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that it could present itself as a flexible medium of praise and self-ex-
pression that allowed a great degree of generic mixing.”® With regard
to the origins of the Persian qgasida, Julie S. Meisami writes:

The early Persian court qasida thus emerges as an analogue of the Persian
court, like it absorbing into itself both the macrocosm of the world-garden
and the microcosm of the private world of the self, to become a poetic
microcosm whose formal divisions and the varied genres it is able to in-
corporate, making it the ideal vehicle for conveying the many facets of the
world of the court. The circumstances of the Persian gasida’s genesis and
its status as poetic microcosm continue to inform and shape it even when
the form itself is adapted to different ends . . 5!

Particularly in this period, it was a flexible form for voicing protest as
well as bestowing praise, with its audience, whether courtly or not, the
ultimate arbiter of its acceptance and popularity. Thus, utilizing it for
his habsiyit poetry, Mas‘tid Sa‘d expressed himself in a variety of ways
without transgressing its generic requirements. In his special situation
of imprisonment, writing in isolation and in the face of oblivion, the
qasida was the ideal vehicle for this poet; as Frank Lewis concludes:

50 Applicable here are the comments of Julie Meisami in her discussion of the
particular virtuosity of Manachihri in combining various elements in his qasidas,
“What world is this? Not merely a hybrid world in which disparate conventions
are yoked together, but a world in which the aspiring court poet must constantly
struggle and outdo his rivals, prove himself with poetic zours de force,, and further,
‘Mantchihri’s admixture of Arabic and Persian elements is both deliberate and
contrived. Designed to testify to the poet’s erudition as much as to his talent, the
world to which his poems refer is less that of the courtitself than of the poetic tradi-
tion; it is a world whose primary referent is texts. This is true even of those gasidas
that employ more explicitly ‘Persian’ material, such as the numerous variations on
Rudaki’s ‘grape-sacrifice’ motif . . . which, rather than representing an actual
ritual survival are, like the Arab/Persian hybrids, highly mannered literary exer-
cises,” ‘Poetic Microcosms: The Persian Qasida to the End of the Twelfth Cen-
tury,” in Qasida Poetry in Islamic Asia and Africa, ed. Stefan Sperl and Christopher
Shackle (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1996), 157, 160.

31 Ibid., 163-4.
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The gasideh, then, though it shares a ‘cycle of themes’ with the ghazal, is
perhaps better thought of as an epic genre, one in which, in Frye’s ‘present-
ation,” the poet faces his audience, declaiming an ‘extended oratorical
form’ in a direct address or at least a ‘mimesis of direct address.’?

Thus, he was able to constantly engage his courtly audience and build
a case for himselfas an injured party. Meisami’s further remarks on the
polysemic nature of this form can be applied here:

Poets were active in court life, involved in its politics and intrigues, and
their panegyrics reveal this involvement. In addition to obvious topical al-
lusions, for example those found in victory poems, other more subtle and
oblique references reflect and address contemporary issues, and often con-
tain criticisms of specific actions or policies as well as more general ethical
admonitions. In short, any panegyric gasidaholds the potential for multi-
ple meaning, for the inscription of a subtext (or texts) whose message may
complement or subvert that of the surface text, a strategy to which the
qasidda’s structural and rhetorical conventions lend themselves with infi-
nite flexibility. As might be expected, such complexities of meaning most
often involve not only the ideals of kingship presented in the ritual surface
text, but the problematic inherent in the relation between these ideals and
historical realities; the dialogue thus generated is particularly characteristic
of early Ghaznavid panegyric.”?

There is a continuation of this in the late Ghaznavid poets too, even
as their world expanded and they began to include new images and
forms.

In Mas‘td Sa‘d’s early work dedicated to Prince Mahmid, the vict-
ory qasida is the favourite mode of panegyric, as would befit a young
poet embarking on a career at court. The style of the qasidas of this
period is characterized as being intellectual, with a preponderance of
Arabic and technical words and concepts. Another characteristic is
that the inclusion of the 7as7b is more the exception than the rule with
the two poets of Lahore. Although Mas‘(id Sa‘d continued to exploit

52 Reading, Writing and Recitation, 11-12.
53 ‘Ghaznavid Panegyrics: Some Political Implications,” /ran 28 (1990), 32.
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the gasida form when he was imprisoned in exile, he increasingly be-
gan to write more g7t ahs or even poems that are technically qasidas,
but in the singularity of subject and absence of a recipient’s name, are
much like a giz'ah. There is also an increased and ultimately exclusive
focus on himself as a poet. His constant references to his own versatil-
ity and virtuosity appear to exceed the requisite boast (fzkhr) of pane-
gyric poets.

The contextualization of Mas‘id Sa‘d’s work against the historical
and social background sketched above, as well as within the courtly
tradition of the gasida form with all its generic implications, provides
my entry into examining the three levels of alienation in his d7vdn. The
readings thatsituate him asa poet at the cultural and literary crossroads
are explored in the following chapters under the headings of exile,
prison, and literary reception and canonization.

4,,*‘:)«

Chapter Two

Poets in Exile from Privileged
Yy Spaces

Exile is strangely compelling to think about but terrible to experi-
ence. It is the unhealable rift forced between a human being and
anative place, between the selfand its true home; its essential sad-
ness can never be surmounted. And while it is true that literature
and history contain heroic, romantic, glorious, even triumphant
episodes in an exile’s life, these are no more than efforts to over-
come the crippling sorrow of estrangement.

—Edward Said!

A. The Perils of Being a Court Poet

Mas‘td Sa‘d’s plaintive voice from exile must be considered in the con-
text of the lives and poetic production of Persian poets in the eleventh
and twelfth centuries CE, who were either banished, imprisoned or
underwent physical or mental suffering. The position of the profes-
sional poet at Persian courts was a prominently respectable and covet-
ed one that offered a poet financial benefits and a legitimate forum to
practice his craft.? However, there was also a negative side to this cal-
ling: when a poet fell out of favour, both his private and professional

1 ‘Reflections on Exile,” Granta 13 (1984), 159.
2 For the office and functions of a court poet at this time, and the complex insti-
tution of literary patronage in Persian courts, the historical documentation and
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lives were affected drastically. Exile and/or prison, i.e., curtailing of his
prestige and removal from his sphere of activity, were the most com-
mon forms of punishment that he suffered. For poets in such strained
circumstances, poetry was the one available medium to express their
dissatisfaction and complain about their lot. The existence of such a
body of poetry has prompted Jan Rypka to exaggeratedly characterize
this precarious situation as a social reality in the twelfth century among
the Seljuq court poets:

From the social point of view the poets no longer stood on so high a ped-
estal as they had done previously. They faced each new day with fear, for
the vast Seljuq empire was gradually disintegrating into states of varying
sizes. Jealous of one another and easily bought for money, the poets were
not treated with any great tenderness by the rulers, and thus it is common
to find them languishing in prison or wandering from one court to an-
other.?

Whether this was a new social phenomenon is questionable since the
career of a court poet must never have been completely devoid of prob-
lems, and his relationship with his patron was more often than not

various views are set forth in a series of recent writings on the subject: especially
Jerome W. Clinton, The Divan of Maniichibri Déamghini: A Critical Study (Min-
neapolis: BibliothecaIslamica, 1972), 1-21;].T.P. De Bruijn, Of Piety and Poetry,
155-60; Julie S. Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1987), 9-14, 43—7; and most recently Frank Lewis, Reading,
Writing and Recitation, 140-71. In these discussions, the issues have been chiefly
the ritual aspect and didactic nature of court poetry, or the economics of such rela-
tionships. Patronage was a dynamic institution that had a dialogic relationship
with the political and social currents of the time. The normative descriptions of
the relationship between poet and patron as set down in mirrors for princes and
other handbooks must be considered carefully as these were not adhered to in
many instances.

3 ‘Poets and Prose Writers of the Late Saljuq and Mongol Periods,” 7he Cam-
bridge History of Iran, ed. J.A. Boyle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1968), 5: 551. A positive aspect of this situation is the point made by Heshmat
Moayyad that the ‘the Seljuks did serve the cause of Iranian culture by carrying
Persian poetry into many new territories and creating new centers for its culti-
vation’, ‘Lyric Poetry’ in Persian Literature, ed. E. Yarshater (New York: Bibliotheca
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dependent on the latter’s fortunes. Kay K4’is, the Ziyarid prince and
eleventh-centuryauthor of the Persian mirror for princes, Qébdsnimah,
advises his son regarding the sensitive nature of being in a ruler’s ser-
vice:

If it happens that you are one of those in the service of kings, even if the
king makes you close to him, do not be proud of it, flee intimacy (nazdiki)
with him . . . do not seek employment with a prince whose fortunes have
reached their apex since he is then near his downfall . . . and always fear the
anger of the king.

The author then goes on to quote a line from the poet Qamari Gur-
gani, ‘Composing poetry for you is dangerous for me/Bringing forth
a pearl from the sea’s bottom involves danger.”> The poet Nizimi Gan-
javi (d. 1209) also cautions his son about the double-edged nature of
this profession: ‘Do not get involved with poetry and poetics/for the
best of it is the most mendacious.”

The decline perceived by Rypka in the grandeur and security asso-
ciated with a court poet’s profession is generally viewed in connection
with a long-term trend of political and religious crises in the Iranian
lands during this time.” One of the earliest references to a general de-
cline in literary activity is a remark by the historian Bayhaqi (d. 1077)
who notes in passing, while narrating an anecdote about a poet: “The

Persica, 1988), 135. Although J.T.P. De Bruijn concurs with the view of a decline
in the conditions for production of court poetry, he sees a ‘renaissance of Ghazna-
vid poetry’ (the ‘first flowering’ having taken place under Sultan Mahmd) in the
reigns of Sultans Ibrihim and Bahrimshah, Of Piety and Poetry, 148-9. However,
he concedes that the paucity of texts available from this period makes it difficult
to form any conclusive judgment about the history of this poetry.

4 Qabusnimah, ed. Ghulamhusayn Yasufl (Tehran: Bungih-i Tarjumah va
Nashr-i Kitab, 1345/1966), 198, 201-2.

3 Ibid., 202.

6 Layli va Majniin-i Nizémi Ganjavi, ed. Barat Zanjani (Tehran: Danishgah-
i Tihran, 1374/1995), 26.

7 For a summary of the ways in which political turbulence, in particular the
larger impact of the repeated Central Asian Turkic invasions, affected the literary
scene, see Zabthullah Safd, Tarikh-i adabiyir dar Iran, 2: 117-30.
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market for learning; literature and poetry is sluggish (kdsidgiinah) and
devoid of connoisseurs (s#hib) of these arts.”® Bayhaqi had made a liv-
ing as a secretary in the Ghaznavid bureaucratic machinery at the
height of its power, and was writing this towards the end of his career.
Aswill be discussed, this crisis for poets, rather than being merely a re-
sult of political shifts, was a response to changing patterns of patron-
age, as had been established by Sultan Mahmd in the early days of the
Ghaznavid and Seljuq periods. Julie S. Meisami dates this shift to a
later period:

Until the Mongol catastrophe, which altered patterns of patronage and
literary taste as radically as it did other aspects of Iranian life, the court poet
enjoyed considerable privilege and influence in return for ensuring his pat-
ron’s repute by means of his eloquent verses.’

However, evidence shows that changes in preference for certain genres
and themes were already occurring in the Ghaznavid period, and the
loss of power of the Ghaznavids had begun to affect the patterns of
courtly patronage.

Despite the limited number of sources for the lives of poets of this
period, it appears that discussing the plight of poets who were treated
shabbily or ended their lives in tragic circumstances because of their
patrons’ neglect or displeasure was a common preoccupation among
writers of mirrors for princes or of biographical dictionaries. Such an
awareness and concern on the part of the literary establishment of the

8 Térikh-i Bayhaqi, 275. According to De Bruijn, one has to be cautious in
drawing conclusions from the larger picture which appears bleak: “The decline of
scholarship at Ghazna, from the middle of the 5th/11th century onwards, must
not be equated with a return to barbarism. The presence of leading social groups
with solid family traditions, like officialdom and the Islamic clergy, was a guaran-
tee of certain standards of learning even if the stimulus to new creative efforts was
lacking’; Of Piety and Poetry, 53. This can be seen in the new directions, in terms
of the nature of their literary output, new audiences and sources of patronage, that
poets like Nasir Khusraw and Sana’t took. Khinigahs increasingly became rivals
for the performance of poetry, Heshmat Moayyad, ‘Lyric Poetry,” 135.

9 Medieval Persian Court Poetry, 11.
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time for poets who suffered can be seen in several writings of this per-
iod:'% the harsh treatment of Firdawst (d. 1019—20) and Mas‘td Sa‘d
at the hands of their patrons were recorded in dramatically sympa-
thetic tones for the first time in NizAmi ‘ArGzl’s Chahidr magéilah in
the twelfth century;'! Mukhtari also wrote about the plight of his con-
temporary and colleague, Mas‘td Sa‘d, in a dedicatory gasida that was
meant to arouse sympathy for both of them. The literary memory re-
garding these poets’ experiences was more often than not inspired by
a concern to safeguard their own positions and provide guidelines for
their patrons on how not to behave towards them. Firdawsi’s unpleas-
ant brush with his potential patron, Sultan Mahmad, grew into a
legend over the years in the form of a satire that was falsely attributed
to the poet, already known to Nizimi ‘Ar(izi and included in all later
manuscripts of the Shahnimah.'* Although, ironically, Firdawsi was

10 This support system was part of the poetic establishment of the time as des-
cribed by Frank Lewis, ‘It seems clear that Persian poets of the fifth/eleventh and
sixth/twelfth centuries were highly conscious of the poetry being written by their
contemporaries and immediate predecessors . . . Thissociopolitical nexusencour-
aged repetition and allusion to the works of other poets, whether such comparison
was done by way of self-aggrandizement, paying homage, or simply catering to the
audience’s taste,” “The Rise and Fall of a Persian Refrain,” in Reorientations/Arabic
and Persian Poetry, ed. Suzanne Pinckney Stetkevych (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1994), 211.

1 Edited by Muhammad Qazvini and Muhammad Mu‘in (Tehran: Zavvar,
1333/1954).

12 The earliest and basic work on this satire is by Hafiz Mahmud Khan Shairani
inaseries of Urdu articles, which have been translated into Persian by ‘Abd al-Hay
Habibi as Chahir maqélah bar Firdawsi va Shihnimah (Kabul: Bayhaqi, 1355/
1976), 37-110; A. Shapur Shahbazi in his Ferdowsi: A Critical Biography (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University, 1991) has sifted through the various legends
concerning Ferdows!’s relations with Sultan Mahmad, 2-3, 74-81, including
the satire, 83—103. Shahbazi concludes about the satire, ‘However impressive, the
Satire is a forgery which contradicts Ferdowsi’s own testimony. The poet had
praised Mahmid as ‘beyond reproach and slight” in such irrevocable terms that
to attribute so revengeful a satire to Ferdowsi amounts to disgracing him by attri-
buting to him the double standard of ignobility of some court flatterers who utter-
ed vilewords when unsatisfactorily rewarded,” 101. Frank Lewis writes, Mahm(d’s
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not attached to any court, for subsequent court poets he became the
classic example of a great poet who had been grossly wronged. His al-
leged satire ends with an ominous warning to Sultan Mahmd that
would voice the concern of all court poets:

I composed these lines in order that
the king learn a lesson from them,
and henceforth he may know what is poetry
and ponder the advice of the ancient past,
so that he may not harrass poets any more,
and safeguard his own honour.
A poet who is offended composes satire;
satire endures until the day of resurrection.
I cry out in the court of the pure God,
sprinkling earth over my head,
saying, O God! Burn his soul in hell!
Gladden the heart of this deserving slave.'?

Another way that poets dealt with their situations was by railing
against fate (74zgdr) and society, and denouncing the profession of
panegyrist. Beginning with Nasir Khusraw (d. ca. 1072), who like Fir-
dawst was also notattached to any court, this form of protest gradually
became a popular trope, a trend that culminated in the work of the
Seljuq poet Anvari (d. 1164—65) who ‘raises his voice against certain
stupidities prevailing among the rank and file, against fawning and ir-
regularities in the social order, turns his satire even against women,

failure to recognize and liberally reward the crowning glory of Iranian literature
appears, in hindsight (like the refusal of Decca records to sign the Beatles), an out-
rageous failure of sense and sensibility,” Reading, Writing and Recitation, 154-5;
also see Annemarie Schimmel, A Two-Coloured Brocade: The Imagery of Persian
Poetry (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1992), 130-1. The fif-
teenth-century poet Jami says, “The pomp of Mahmad does not remain in the
world/except the story that he did notappreciate Firdawsi’, Bahdristin, ed. IsmA‘il
Hakimi (Tehran: Ittila‘at, 1374/1995), 95.

13 See the edition by Turner Macan, Shah Nameb: An Heroic Poem, Containing
the History of Persia from Kioomurs to Yesdejird (Calcutta: Baptist Mission Press,
1829), Introduction, 66.
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perverse passions and the blindness of fate.”’* The tendency to blame
fate for one’s misfortunes is at least as old as Arabic poetry, if not old-
er,’"and perhaps became popular with the Persian poets of this period
due to the increased awareness and influence of Abbasid poetry among
them. In this period poets recognize this inherited trope as a conve-
nient medium for the expression of personal grievances and utilize it
in creative ways to the point where it becomes a cliché in the rhetorical
device of hasb-i hil, description of one’s condition, which became a
commonly included part of the Persian gasida.

Thus, the negative side of the status of court poet and the dangers
entailed to it were accepted conditions of that position. It was two non-
court poets, Firdawsi and Nasir Khusraw, who provided the impetus
for much of the discourse on this subject in this period, and the inherit-
ed devices that were the stock-in-trade of poets (hasb-i hil, complain-
ing about the caprices of fate, nostalgia for the past) were taken up and
put to use systematically by those poets who were exiled or imprisoned.

B. The Poetic Memory of Ghazna and
Sultan Mahmiid

The defeat of the Ghaznavids by the Seljugs at the battle of Dandangin
in 1039 marked the end of the early and ‘great’ phase of this dynasty.
The reigns of the two great Ghaznavid monarchs, Sultan Mahmad
(r. 998-1030) and his son Sultan Mas‘ad (r. 1030—40), would be re-
corded in poetic memory as not just the apex of political power but a
‘golden age’ of literary activity, with Sultan Mahmd revered as the
patron par excellence of his times. Sultan Mahmd was primarily res-
ponsible for making Ghazna a worthy successor of Bukhara, capital of
the Samanid dynasty,!® in terms of being the literary centre and pro-
viding a competitively healthy and profitable atmosphere for the

Y Rypka, History of Iranian Literature, 199.

15 De Bruijn states that the fatalism found in early Persian poetry ‘has its roots
in pre-Islamic’ traditions, Of Piety and Poetry, 153; also see Stefan Sperl, Man-
nerism in Arabic Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 224,
for the power of fate versus the power of the ruler.

16 Tha‘alabi’s description of Samanid Bukhara as ‘the Focus of Splendour, the
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production of court poetry in Persian. Having gained fame for his con-
quests of the Iranian lands, and especially making inroads into India,
Sultan Mahmid made a conscious effort to gather intellectuals, poets,
and men of learning.!” The ‘zenith’ of this dynasty had witnessed an
unprecedented flourishing of literary activity and production.

The office of Malik al-shu'ard (King of Poets) was first created by
Sultan Mahmiid, and ‘Unsuri was the first poet to hold it; this institu-
tion became a significant factor in the valorization of poets and poetry
at the Ghaznavid court. The pattern of patronage that Sultan Mahmad
established took a firm hold and subsequent courts such as the Timu-
rid court in fifteenth-century Herat, the Mughal court in sixteenth/
seventeenth-century India, and the Qajar court in nineteenth-century

Shrine of Empire, the Meeting place of the most unique intellects of the Age, the
Horizon of the literary stars of the World, and the Fair of the greatest scholars of
the Period,” Yatimat al-dahr, quoted by E.G. Browne in Literary History of Persia
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1902—24) 1: 365, is indicative of the
importance of a strong cultural centre for the institutional patronage of learning
and literature. In Bosworth’s view, ‘Since the Ghaznavid empire depended so
much on the Siménid inheritance for its political structure, it is not surprising that
literary, cultural and artistic trends under Mahmiid also followed the patterns
established in the eastern Iranian world by the SAmanids. It was the court of
Bukhara which gave material backing for the literary florescence of New Persian,
whilst at the same time remaining a great centre for the traditional Arabic theo-
logical, legal and philological sciences,” “The Development of Persian Culture
Under the Early Ghaznavids, in fran 6 (1968), 37; also see his The Ghaznavids
(Edinburgh: University Press, 1963), 1314, for the courts of Mahmid and
Mas‘d as ‘brilliant cultural centres’; Clinton, 7he Divan of Maniichibhri Dimghént,
4-5; and Gitl Fallah Rastgar, ‘Adab va rusiim va tashrific-i darbir-i Ghaznah az
khilal-i T4rikh-i Bayhaqi, in Yadndmah-i Abi al-Fazl Bayhaqi (Mashhad: Dani-
shgih-i Mashhad, 1350/1971), 412—-67.

17 For an example of how new cultural centres emerge, see Carla Petievich’s
Assembly of Rivals: Delhi, Lucknow and the Urdu Ghazal (New Delhi: Manohar,
1992). Particularly, the account of the rise of Lucknow and its active promotion
by potential patrons to outdo the level of patronage that Delhi had offered before
it lost its central position, 26-8. Especially relevant is her point about a city’s ef-
forts to attain political legitimacy by becoming the ‘new standard-bearer’ of cul-
ture, 29.
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Tehran would model themselves on it in establishing the position of
Malik al-shu‘ar4."® ‘Unsuri says in a qasida to Sultan Mahm(d’s vizier,

Khijah Aba al-Qasim Ahmad Maymandj:

From the sages who have gathered at your court,

You are making Ghazna just like Greece."

and in a qasida to Sultan Mahmd he says:

No one else in the world besides him
placed a thousand misgak in the scales of poets.?

He then adds that if one believed Rdaki was generously rewarded for
his poetry one should witness Sultan Mahmad’s generosity! ‘Unsuri
was renumerated so generously by the Sultan that Khiqani would say
over a century later in a poem whose very rhyme is the poet’s name:

With ten couplets for one victory in India,

‘Unsurf earned a hundred bags of gold and slaves.
‘Unsuri, I have heard, lined his pots with silver,
and had his cutlery made of gold.

If he were alive in this age of stinginess,

‘Unsuri would have made his pot of straw.?!

In the end, with a mixture of envy and cynicism, Khigani asserts his
own superiority in the poem by declaring that ‘Unsuri did not have to
live in the harsh world that was his own lot. He feels that ‘Unsuri had
it too easy and was spoiled by Sultan Mahmid, and the value of his
poetry is mediocre; meanwhile, good poetry is produced even in ad-
verse circumstances.

The triad of Ghaznavid historians, ‘Utbi, Gardizi, and Bayhaqj, as
well as the Seljuq statesman Nizim al-Mulk, all contributed to the

18 The symbolic prestige of this title can be appreciated by the fact that it was
in use by the Qajar court even in their declining years.

19 Divén-i Ustidd ‘Unsuri Balkhi, ed. Muhammad Dabir-Siyaqt (Tehran: Sana’,
1363/1984), 288.

20 1bid., 126.

21 Divén-i Khiéqgini Shirvini, ed. Jahingir Manstr (Tehran: Nigah, 1375/
1996), 707.
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aggrandizement of the image of the monarch.?> The above-quoted
author of Qabiisndmah ended up in the service of Mahmiid and recal-
led him in respectful terms conducive to the positive image he was later
to acquire, particularly in mirrors for princes,?® with the Ghaznavid
administration becoming the model for other subsequent polities.
The popular image of Sultan Mahmdd according to C. Edmund
Bosworth was of ‘a great fighter for the faith and as the despotic ruler
of an immense empire, which came to the forefront in literature and
legend after his death.’”* Among courtly circles, he was celebrated as
a Maecenas who set the standards of appreciation for poetry and gener-
ous renumeration of poets;? at the same time, the alternate memory

22 Bosworth, Later Ghaznavids, 75. In The Ghaznavids, Bosworth says, ‘Many
of Mahmd’s admirers, especially those amongst Indian Muslim scholars, have
stressed his role as a munificent patron of the arts and as the creator of a Muslim
culture on the eastern fringe of the Islamic world, by whose influence Muslim reli-
gion and civilization passed to the Indian peninsula. Mahmid has thus become
the first hero of Indian Islam,” 131. As an example of this see Muhammad Nazim,
The Life and Times of Sultin Mahmiid of Ghazna (Cambridge: University Press,
1931), 157-9, for a traditional treatment of Sultan Mahmd’s role as a grand pat-
ron. Sultan Mahmiid was even included in the first zazkirah of Persian poets,
‘Awll’s Lubib al-albib, where he extolls the monarch both as a patron and as an
amateur poet of sorts, 74—5. Mahmd is also glorified in exaggerated terms in
Dawlatshah’s Tazkirat al-shu ari, ed. E.G. Browne (Tehran: Khavar, 1366/1987)
in the entry for the poet ‘Onsorf, 36-9.

B Clinton, The Divan of Maniichibri Démghini, 29-30. Especially in two
fourteenth-century Indo-Persian texts his role as ghdz?is important: the mirror for
princes by Ziya al-Din Barani, Fatdvi-yi Jahindari and the masnavi by ‘Isimi,
Futith al-saldtin.

24 ‘Mahmud of Ghazna in Contemporary Eyes and in Later Persian Literature,’
Iran 4 (1960), 89. The author sketches the role of the poet ‘Attér in building the
legendary picture of Sultan Mahmid that would endure for many centuries,
chiefly in mystical literature. This Sufi appropriation of Sultan Mahmad may
have been a move to counter his popularity in court poetry and utilize him for
more didactic purposes.

2 Actually, the epithet Maecenas is not wholly inappropriate for Sultan Mah-
miid; compare the description of the Roman patron’s role to that of his Ghaznavid
counterpart: “What Maecenas had to work on was the fact that the situation of
these [Augustan] poets (a situation of sudden comparative, if genteel, poverty)
could readily be seen by them to be the direct result of the social and political evils

Poets in Exile from Privileged Spaces | 43

of him as an unappreciative and cruel patron who failed to reward Fir-
dawsi for his efforts in composing the Shahnimah, the primary book
on Iranian kingship, prevailed. Firdaws{’s failure to gain entry at court
has also been explained as a result of jealousy and exclusiveness on the
part of the poets in office.? Since the city was the centre of civilized life
and site of the court,” it became the focal point for poets who strove
to pursue a career at court. Neophyte poets made for Ghazna and
strove to penetrate the courtly circles in order to gain recognition for
their work; their efforts could either be abetted or hindered by estab-
lished poets. When the established poets were out of favour, they were
often banished from the city and were rejected from the social complex
that provided both an appreciative audience and support system; from
banishment and rejection they wrote about their loss and nostalgia for
the centre of culture, as in the case of Mas‘tid Sa‘d throughout his early
career.

C. Manipulation of History in a Qasida by

Masid Sa'd
Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s exploitation of the fact that his first patron was named
Mahmiid, namesake of the great Sultan Mahmd, was an attempt to
recreate the golden age of the early eleventh century. Prince Mahmid

that had to be the prime concern of anyone who aspired to, or held, power’, Gor-
don Williams, ‘Phases in Political Patronage of Literature in Rome,” in Lizerary
and Artistic Patronage in Ancient Rome, ed. Barbara K. Gold (Austin: University
of Texas Press, 1982), 14.

26 Shahbazi, Ferdowsi, 94. This symbolic moment has been recorded by artists
in a minitature in the Houghton Shéhnimah, where Firdawst is standing apart
from the coterie of Sultan Mahmad’s court poets, reproduced in Stuart C. Welch,
Wonders of the Age: Masterpieces of Early Safavid Painting, 1501-1576 (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Fogg Art Museum, 1979), 42-3.

%7 Farrukhi’s elegy on the death of Sultan Mahmiid begins with a description
of the gloom the event has cast on Ghazna, Divin-i Hakim Farrukhi Sistdni,
ed. Muhammad Dabir-Siy4qi (Tehran: Zavvar, 1371/1992), 90-3, and regarding
poets he says, “The demand for poets was high with you/You have gone and the
market right away collapsed’; also see Bosworth’s article, ‘Farrukhi’s Elegy on
Mahmid of Ghazna,” Iran 29 (1991), 43-9.
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was given the title Sayfal-Dawlah (Sword of Fortune) like his greatan-
cestor;*® and secondly, he was praised by both Mas‘d Sa‘d and Abt
al-Faraj Riini for his activites of ghazd in India, justas Sultan Mahmad
had been panegyrized by his court poets for his religious zeal.” In a
long victory qasida (QQ89) for the Prince, Mas‘td Sa‘d calculatedly uses
coincidences of name and event to evoke a particular nostalgia for the
age of Sultan Mahmad.

The poet begins by asking the breeze (nasim) to take this victory
poem (fathndmah) and spread the word of the Indian military succes-
ses of Prince Mahmiid in Iran. He goes on to narrate the story of his
patron’s campaign into India to capture the Agra fort. When the
prince’s troops are besieging Agra, the ruler of the city, Prince Jaypal,
has a frightening dream in which he sees himself sitting on a high place
surrounded by lions and snakes. Then he sees a green meadow and an
impressive personage sitting on a golden throne.*® He wakes up and
realizes that the person is Prince Mahmd and immediately runs out,
surrenders and offers obeisance to his enemy. Prince Mahmd tells
him that he has come to plunder the fort and his troops proceed to do
that. To authenticate the story, the poet says that he was there himself
(didam bi khvud) to witness the pillaging. After a lengthy description
of the attack, the poet describes the victorious moment:

Inside the fort a roar arose from the ghdzis:

May the king Sultan Mahmd enjoy the kingdom! . . .
In India your sword showed the result of victory;
“Thus swords of kings show their effect.’

8 Nazim, The Life and Times of Sultin Mahmiid of Ghazna, 36.

2 Mu'izzi, poet laureate of the Seljugs, dedicated two qasidas to the Ghaznavid
Sultan, Bahrimshah, in which he emphasizes the king’s descent from the sultans
Mahmiid and Mas‘d to the point that it appears these are the only credentials the
current sultan can be proud of, Divin, ed. ‘Abbas Iqbal (Tehran: KitAbfur(ishi-
yi Islamiyah, 1318/1940) 66, 288.

30 G.E. von Grunebaum, ‘The Cultural Function of the Dream as Illustrated
by Classical Islam,” in The Dream and Human Societies (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1966), discusses dreams of political prophecy, 18-19. Also rele-
vant to dreams in historical narratives is Sholeh A. Quinn, “The Dreams of Shaykh
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The last line is the rhetorical device, tazmin, where the poet works a
line from another poet’s poem into his own. Here, the line is from a
victory poem written by the the ‘King of Poets’ of Sultan Mahmd,
‘Unsuri.?!

Several elements within it make this poem a multi-layered text: the
exploitation of literary tropes, the coincidence of the names of the
legendary ancestor of the poet’s patron and that of the patron him-
self, and the occasion of a victory over the 44fir Hindus. It is not clear
whether there was a ruler named Jaypal during this time; Jaypal was the
name of the Hindushahi king that Sultan Mahmid defeated in 1001
near Peshawar before he gained a foothold in the subcontinent.? In
the poetry of this period, Jaypal (or often Chaypal) is used to denote
astock Hindu king, just as the Khaqan is always the name for the ruler
of China. Thus, the poem as a historical document is an extremely pro-
blematic matter.?> Writing about nostalgia, Susan Bennett remarks,
‘memory, like nostalgia, might resemble only superficially the past
which it is said to represent.’* Mas‘td Sa‘d is deliberately creating a
confusion of historical facts: the temporal obfuscation would make the
audience believe that the setting for the poem was equally the heyday
of Sultan Mahm{d’s time or that of Mas‘d Sa‘d’s own. When he

Safi al-Din and Safavid Historical Writing,” in franian Studies 29 (1996),
127-47.

31 Divin, 73.

32 Nazim, The Life and Times of Sultin Mahmiid of Ghazna, 87-8. Sultan Mah-
mid had once before fought with Jaypal along with his father Sebuktegin, 36.
There is not much information about the Hind{ishahi dynasty based in Waihind
(near Peshawar); the scattered references from historical sources have been
brought together by Nazim, 194-206.

3 For a brief analysis and literal translation of this qasida, see Nazir Ahmad’s
article, ‘A Reference to the Agra Fort in an 11th Century Persian Codex,” /ndo-
Iranica 41 (1988), 1-23. Ahmad believes that this second Jaypal was the actual
ruler of Agra at this time although no other source confirms this fact; a contempo-
rary historian Ibn al-Athir has a different name for the ruler, 23; in addition, it is
not clear who actually conquered Agra or when, 21.

3% Susan Bennett, Performing Nostalgia: Shifting Shakespeare and the Contem-
porary Past (London: Routledge, 1996), 8.
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declares that he had witnessed the event, he is implying that ‘Unsuri
had never been on a campaign; he himself (Mas‘(id) is no mere effete
poet but also a man of action. By including the zazmin on ‘Unsuri’s
line, he is equating himself with that great poet laureate and casting his
relationship with his patron in the light of the relationship between
Sultan Mahmid and ‘Unsuri. This qasida is indicative of Mas‘ad
Sa‘d’s complex relationship to his first patron, who was a descendant
of the great Sultan, and of his own ambition concerning their future
together.* Underlying these sentiments is the sense of loss, of not be-
ing at Ghazna and—at another level—of not having been a poet dur-
ing the heydey of the Ghaznavids. Paul Connerton writes about the
ritualistic importance of such texts, “‘We preserve versions of the past
by representing it to ourselves in words and images. Commemorative
ceremonies are pre-eminent instances of this. They keep the past in
mind by a depictive representation of past events’;*® the recitation of
such a panegyric poem would not only have suited the poet’s purposes
but have instilled family pride in the heart of his patron. Mas‘d Sa‘d’s
nostalgia was not random or pure flattery but a deliberate recreation
and reinvention of the recent past using a description reminiscent of
the epic mode. Nostalgia, in which Sultan Mahmd and ‘Unsuri set
the standards for the ideal patron-poet relationship, was one of the few
resources available to this poet who lived too late in time.

Thus, the changes in the patronage system caused by the shrinking
power and prestige of the Ghaznavids after their defeat that resulted
in theloss of a literary and intellectual centre, allowed poets to respond
to their alienation in a variety of interesting ways and by using different
generic forms available to them that would set long-lasting precedents
in the history of Persian literature. Besides ‘Unsuri, poets like Mas‘ad
Sa‘d looked to the writings of the exiled poet, Nasir Khusraw, who had
been spurned by society.

% For a discussion of the use of panegyrics by poets for political purposes and
their ‘oblique’ meanings, see Julie S. Meisami, ‘Ghaznavid Panegyrics: Some Poli-
tical Implications,” fran 28 (1990), 31-44.

36 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1989), 72.
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D. Poets Complaining of” Ghurbat

Call me no more,
As heretofore,
The musick of a Feast;
Since now (alas)
The mirth, that was
In me, is dead or ceast.
Before I went
To banishment
Into the loathed West;
I co’d rehearse
A Lyrick verse,
And speak it with the best.
But time (Ai me)
Has laid, I see
My Organ fast asleep;
And turn’d my voice
Into the noise
Of those that sit and weep.

—Robert Herrick, ‘Lachrimae in Mirth, turn’d
to mourning,’ from Hesperides (1648)

Ghurbar (exile, alienation) is an emotionally charged word used by
poets like Nasir Khusraw and San’i to describe their conditions, the
same word being used today by Iranians away from their homeland.
The use of language and manipulation of their own situations by poets
resembles the phenomenon of modern-day migrancy as described by
lain Chambers: ‘[It] involves a movement in which neither the points
of departure nor those of arrival are immutable or certain. It calls for
a dwelling in language, in histories, in identities that are constantly
subject to mutation.”” Similarly, for the pre-modern poet, in the
words of Giuseppe Mazzotta: ‘Exile . . . is not merely a perspective
from which he acknowledges the storms brooding over history and
nostalgically relives the pastoral order of the city. It is also the very

37 Tain Chambers, Migrancy, Culture, Identity (London: Routledge, 1994), 5.
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condition of the text, its most profound metaphor.’® Since poets were
frequently unsettled physically, they had nothing but their memories
and their poetic craft to sustain them. In the individual poem, accord-
ing to Julie Meisami, “nostalgia’ constitutes a poetic topos which, like
any other, lends itself to manipulation. It is also a powerful rhetorical
means used both to establish the poet’s persona and to set the scene for
the remainder of the gasida.’®

Nasir Khusraw was the earliest poet to live in exile whose poetry is
extant. In fact, he wrote a substantial body of work that speaks of an
exile’s profound frustration and alienation. He is said to have been an
employee in the bureaucratic system of the Ghaznavids, and witnessed
the passing of the ‘golden age.” Khurasan then was not only the battle-
ground for struggles between rulers but also between the factions of the
rival Abbasid and Fatimid caliphates. There was a continuation of the
Ghaznavid policy of persecution of the Ismailis who, backed by the
Fatimids, were actively involved with clandestine propagation of their
faith. All this added to the unstable condition of the age:

In an age of political and religious strife no doubt a certain number of phi-
losophers and men of noble spirit were charged with intellectual treason
and put to death or tortured; Nasir’s bitter complaints about the ill quality
of the age should be read in this grim light.%

38 Dante, Poet of the Desert: History and Allegory in the Divine Comedy (Prince-
ton: Princeton University Press, 1979), 145.

3 ‘Places in the Past: The Poetics/Politics of Nostalgia,” Edebiyat8 (1998), 90.

40 Peter Lamborn Wilson and Gholam Reza Aavani, Nasir-i Khusraw: Forty
Poems from the Divan (Tehran: Imperial Iranian Academy of Philosophy, 1977),
2. In any case, he is more often viewed and studied exclusively as an Ismaili poet,
and important literary aspects of his work such as style and influence have been
virtually ignored. Exceptions are Ghulimhusayn Yésufi’s ‘Az tab‘idgah’, in
Chashmah-yi rawshan (Tehran: ‘Ilmi, 1994), 75-90, a rare study that concen-
trates on Nésir Khusraw as a poet in exile rather than as a religious propagandist;
see also his ‘Nasir Khusraw, muntaqidi ijtim,” in Yddndmah-yi Nésir Khusraw
(Mashhad: Danishgah-i Firdawsi, 2535/1976), 619—40, and in the same volume,
Gid Fallah Rastgir, ‘AzAdandishi dar shi‘t-i Nasir Khusraw,” 423-36; also see
Valiullah Zafari, Habsiyah dar adab-i Férsi az dghiz-i shi'r-i Firsi td pdydn-i
Zandiyah (Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1364/1985), 108-12, 264—7; Reuben Levy, An
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After his eventful visit to Fatimid Cairo and supposed conversion
to Ismailism, he returned to Balkh in 1052 and began to preach active-
ly in Khurasan. Escaping the threatening atmosphere there, he fled to
and spent the second half of his life in Yumgan, in the remote region
of Badakhshan. From there he wrote poems for the Shiite imams, the
Fatimids, and for the Amir of Badakhshan, whose identity has remain-
ed unknown; ! he often addressed the people of Khurasan, in tones of
anger and loneliness, lamenting his treatment at the hands of his coun-
trymen. In the following section from a gasida he recalls his past life:

O omnipotent Lord! I complain to you,
of the people of Khurasan, great and small.
What did I do that my kinsmen and strangers
all, in a panic, have fled from me? . . .
I am that same Nasir of whom
no assembly of nobles and no vazir’s seat of honour was empty;
In respect, no one called me by name,
My sobriquets were ‘Man of Letters” and ‘Scholar’.
I was literature’s strong arm,
through me the eye of authorship was bright.4?

Nasir Khusraw lays the blame for his tragic state on the entire province
of Khurasan, whose inhabitants have failed to accord him the honour
and respect that is his due. He employs spatial contrasts to emphasize
his position of isolation: the entire populace of the large province of
Khurasan has forsaken him now;* formerly he was a part of the assem-
blies of the nobles, which were tightly-knit, exclusive spaces. The word

Introduction to Persian Literature (New York: Columbia University Press, 1969),
135-46.

41 Talal Matini, ‘Nasir Khusrawva madihahsard’, Y2 Gdndmabh-yi Nasir Khusraw,
473, shows that the poet did not give up writing panegyrics but turned away from
his previous audience among the nobles of Khurasan.

42 Dvan-i Nasir Khusraw, ed. Hasan Tagqizadah (Tehran: Nigah, 1373/1994),
238.

43 See Gitf Fallah Rastgar, ‘Azidandishi,” 427-9, for a full picture of Nasir
Khusraw’s allusion to Khurasan and the state it was in; also discussed by Yasufi,
‘Az tab‘idgah,” 80-3; and Julie Meisami, ‘Places in the Past,” 84-7.
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khali (empty), describing the assemblies without the poet’s presence,
is frequently employed by exiled poets of this period to conjure the
state of the social and intellectual life in their hometowns without
them. Khurasan has changed for the worse not just because of political
and religious crises but because of his banishment:

The land of Khurasan which was the abode of literature
has now become a mine of ignoble devils.

Balkh was the home of wisdom and now

Its home is desolate and its fortune reversed.*4

This is due to the fact that he was the support of literature (adab) itself,
which is not powerful (gavf) anymore because of his absence.
Although the poet’s larger purpose in criticizing society is to rouse
the masses into becoming true believers, > he is also interested in mak-
ing his situation known to as many people as possible. His poetry is
tinged with religious and didactic overtones at one level, and at an-
other level it is the protest of an individual exiled from his homeland.
Payman Vahabzade’s category of ‘exile poetry’, which he contrasts
with ‘emigration poetry’ and ‘the poetry of immigrants,” is a useful one
here; he says, ‘One of the most interesting facets of exile poetry lies
in the fact that its underlying ideas are always oppositional.*® Nasir

44 Dtvan, 157.

% For the didactic aspects of Nésir Khusraw’s poetry, see Yaisuf, ‘Nasir Khus-
raw, muntaqidi ijtima,” 631-5; and his ‘Az tab‘idgih,’” 79, for the mixture of
generic conventions in his poems. Nésir Khusraw’s intended audience for his
taunting and vituperative attacks on the people of Khurasan and pathetic addres-
ses to the land, can perhaps be better explained by Alexander Dalzell’s remark on
the purpose of didactic poetry, in which the poet speaks ‘over the head of the for-
mal addressee to awider audience, whose identity has to be reconstructed from the
text of the poem,” The Criticism of Didactic Poetry: Essays on Lucretius, Virgil, and
Ovid (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996), 27. The question of Nasir
Khusraw’s audience is indeed a complicated one. His poems appear to be texts
‘which parade themselves as oppositional and independent of patronage,” M.D.
Jardine, “New Historicism for Old: New Conservatism for Old?: The Politics of
Patronage in the Renaissance,” in Patronage, Politics and Literary Traditions in
England, ed. Cedric Brown (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1991), 308.

46 ‘Space Identity, and Bilingual Poetry: Rethinking Iranian ‘Emigration
Poetry’,” in The Literary Review40 (1996), 43. The author adds that conflict with
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Khusraw was opposed to the literary and religious establishment,
which he saw infused with ignorance and stupidity, and by his careful
use of imagery he depicts himself as taking up the whole of this society
by himself.

Nasir Khusraw is not always so scathing in addressing his home-
land; at times he reveals a gentler aspect of his nature when he writes
about the land that has rejected him:

O Wind! Greet Khurasan for me:
the learned and wise, not the ignorant rabble.
Bring me news of them when you have given them
accurate news regarding my condition.
Tell them that the world has bent my cypress,
This is the deceitful doing of the world.
Beware that its pact and agreement does not deceive you,
For it does not abide by any pact or agreement . . .
Don’t you see, in the hands of riff-raff, like an ass-mill,
how much Khurasan has gone through?
Why are you deceived by the Turkish rule?
Remember the majesty and glory of Mahmiid of Zavulistan.?’

The apostrophe to the breeze or wind was often employed by poets
writing in this vein; using the breeze as the gdsid (messenger) to the
poet’s distant homeland“® allowed them to emphasize their loneliness

the current Iranian government is a form of exile poetry, and a successor of the
poetry of protest of the ‘60s and 70s. The whole issue of this journal entitled
‘Exiles and Explorers’ illustrates the nature of modern-day exile literature in Pers-
ian and is of interest for comparing the human side of experiences of alienation a
thousand years apart.

47 Diviin, 58. See also the beginning of Q237 for the same use of wind as gdsid.

48 The use of the breeze al-saba in the Arabic qasida is discussed in Jaroslay
Stetkevych, The Zephyrs of Najd: The Poetics of Nostalgia in the Classical Arabic
Nasib (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 123—34. This device would
become quite common in Persian lyric poetry, and poets do not always specify the
kind of breeze or wind. In a variation on the breeze as messenger, Mas‘ad Sa‘d
substitutes the rain cloud, as in this qasida to Kh4jah Maymandi: “T'ake care! when
you pass Ghazna/strew pearls over thatland./I give you a message: tell them/of this
despondent and homesick one’ (Q286). This substitution may have its source in
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at there not being a messenger at hand, and at the same time to avoid
addressing anybody in particular. In this poem, he has entirely revers-
ed his technique: the people of Khurasan are actually quite innocent
of any negligence; the blame for his misfortunes is laid at the door of
the heavenly powers. His own experience should be a lesson to them
of the cruel workings of fate. The reference to Sultan Mahmd (who
was a Turk too) is particularly effective here given his image in society.
At other times, he personifies ghurbat as in the following poem:

The scorpion of exile has afflicted my heart,
it seems that it found no one else but lowly me on this earth.
When I regard my condition closely,
bile rises to my head out of grief.
I ask why did the high, ignorant, unjust heavens make me
the target of fate’s arrow.
If a man’s importance lies in perfection and virtue,
Then why did it so humiliate insignificant me?*’

This device too allows the poet to air his grievances without pointing
fingers at specific individuals. Although Mas‘td Sa‘d does not use the
word ghurbar, San?’i (d. 1131) does in the expression div-i ghurbar
(demon of exile) while conjuring up the horrors of being exiled. This
word also allows Nasir Khusraw to engage in skilful alliteration and
wordplay:

O exile! The water of exile robbed you of your youth,
from the sorrow of exile the raven flies over your head.
The dust of exile cannot be washed from the eyes of an exile,

even if you wash yourself daily with rose water.>°

his Indian environment. For purposes of comparative poetics, see the fifth century
Sanskrit poet Kalid4sa’s poem Meghdadiiza (The Cloud Messenger) where an exile
asks a cloud to carry a message to his wife, 7he Cloud Messenger, tr. Franklin and
Eleanor Egerton (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1968). Khaqani uses
the sun as messenger in his Tubfar al-Trdqayn, see A.L.F.A. Beelaert’s excellent
discussion of this topos in A Cure for the Grieving: Studies on the Poetry of the 12th-
Century Persian Poet Khigini Sirwéani (Leiden, 1996), 36-50.

49 Divén, 56.

50 Ibid., 99.
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The raven (ghurib al-bayn), an inauspicious bird, is particularly con-
nected with exile in classical Arabic poetry, and comes from the same
lexical root as exile. In another poem, Nasir Khusraw describes exile
as his sole companion, but one who is his enemy:

O God! What does ‘exile’ want from me?
For day and night it has attached itself to me.
Exile has struck up a friendship with me,
it has made me an enemy of friendship.
Anyone who fled from an enemy saved himself,
but to flee from this enemy is not salvation.
Exile is a taxing enemy, since it wants nothing
from you but your country, city and home . . .
You have not experienced what I did in exile,
under its pestle, the mortar has made me into collyrium.
Exile is the mortar of men of learning,
from the man of learning, learning itself is oil.>!

Depicting the mentally debilitating effects of life in exile, particularly
the separation from one’s homeland, he nevertheless says that exile is
anecessary experience for sifting outlearned people from the ignorant.
All the ramifications of San&’1’s experience of exile can be better under-
stood in the light of Nasir Khusraw’s experience since both used their
poetry for religious propaganda, although their lives ended in very
different circumstances.’? The Karnamah-yi Balkh,>® a masnavi that

31 Ibid., 407.

52 De Bruijn notes the need for a comparative study of Nasir Khusraw and
Sani’’s poetry but regrets that such a study ‘can only be envisaged when the philo-
logical investigation of the works of both poets has proceeded much further than
at the present stage,” 185. This is no reason to exclude him from the present study
where his description and protest of his state, rather than his religious poetry, is
the object of study. See also Clinton who states that Nasir Khusraw’s ‘anti-court’
qgasidas ‘found few imitators in the centuries immediately after his death’, EPR,
‘Madih, Madh, 2. In Persian.’

53 See De Bruijn for a detailed analysis of the contents of this work and a piecing
together of the social history of Ghazna at that time, Of Piety and Poetry, 39-56,
194-6. This scholar interprets Sand’i’s departure from Ghazna as a ‘symptom of
the long-term development in San&’i’s career, namely the change from the profane
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Sana’1 wrote just after he mysteriously left Ghazna for Balkh sometime
between 1109 and 1114, is a unique combination of satire and hasb-
i hil,and marks a new stage in his new career as preacher. From his new
abode in Balkh he asks the familiar messenger, the wind, to take a mes-
sage for him to Ghazna:

O fortunate painter without a brush,
Free messenger without a letter,
For better or for worse, destiny
has made you the courier
If you wish to go on a heavenly journey,
The earth of Ghazna is better for you than a crown.
Go from Balkh to Ghazna,
That in itself will guide you to lofty places.
The earth of Ghazna is the loftiest sphere,

Heaven and Ghazna are equal in form.*

Sani’{ paints a positive picture of Ghazna in the opening lines but
extends it to the physical city itself, not to the people. Continuing with
this metaphor, most of the poem is taken up by a description of the
Ghaznavid sultan, princes, officials, the military body, clergy, schol-
ars, poets, ending with a personal account of his arduous journey from
Ghazna to Balkh and a panegyric on his new patron. Few personages
are spared the poet’s biting invective, and the poet has shown that at
each level of society (except the sultan) there is corruption, ineptitude
and ignorance. There is nothing there to keep him, except emotional
ties to his homeland. San4’1 instructs the wind to bear news about him-

self:

Give my greetings to high and low,
one by one, when you reach there . . .

to the religious use of poetry,” 58. Frank Lewis’s interpretation, that it was San&’’s
failure to penetrate the upper echelons of the Ghaznavid courtly circles that led
him to concentrate on a new section of society as his audience, Reading, Writing
and Recitation, 125, much better explains his ambiguous relationship towards his
hometown.

5% Masnavihi-yi Hakim Sana’i, ed. M. Mudarris-Razavi (Tehran: Déanishgah-
i Tihran, 1348/1969), 142-3.
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[Tell them:] Don’t go far from the city gates,
lest you become emasculated like me.
A man is powerful in his own city,
the pupil is good in the centre of the eye . . .
Dust is pleasing when it is still,
when it rises, it is a calamity for the eye
One cannot find a new fortune in every city,
the Provider in every country is the same.
Consider travelling and home to be nonsense,
Only God’s grace knows the outcome of affairs.”

San&’f didactic purpose is evident, although he did not follow his own
advice. He has an ambivalent attitude towards his hometown: he is
able to roundly criticize many aspects of its society, yet he is concerned
about his image in its inhabitants’ eyes, revealing an attitude mixed
with homesickness and bitterness. Seeing himself as the victim of
the demon of exile (div-i ghurbat), he is essentially accusing his city of
birth of not appreciating his true worth.

There are echoes of resentment against the city of Ghazna in
Mas‘td Sa‘d’s contemporary, Mukhtéri, who was at the Ghaznavid
court but for a time also wandered from court to court in search of
patronage. He wrote a qasida in honour of Mas‘td Sa‘d in which he
speaks from an insider’s point of view:

The arena has become small for poets,

every poet has been jostled from his place.
Every temperament that had control over magic,
is stunned in frustration, as if bewitched.’®

After praising the qualities of his senior colleague, he turns to the role
of Ghazna in this situation:

I am aware that you [Mas‘id Sa‘d] have experienced
much from the people of Ghazna.

Of the gems and silk of words and meaning,

all praise is entirely unadorned and naked,

55 Ibid., 172-3.
56 Divén-i Hakim Mukbtéri Ghaznavi, ed. R. HumAytn Farrukh (Tehran:
‘IImi, 1336/1957), 304.
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since they see the pained hearts of poets,

but do not see the way to cure them.’”

Without the poets as adornment, the city is unclothed and in a shame-
ful state. The blame lies with the people who have allowed this to
happen to their city. He goes on to describe his own condition:

Why should I not compose my poetry?
I, who am an ignorant rhymster and a hack.
Isolated in the middle of the city,
I am more lonely than in the desert.
Of my shirt, robe, and skirt,
they have made a collar, chains, and prison.

In contrast to the others, Mukhtari is alone right in the middle of the
city, immured in his own clothes. He is consciously placing his own
negative experiences in the context of the ignominy that Mas‘td Sa‘d
had to tolerate at the hands of the unappreciative people of Ghazna.
Displacement from the central locus of their lives, whether home or
the milieu of poetic production, empowered Nasir Khusraw, Sané’i,
and Mukhtiri to speak about their feelings and experiences drawing
on traditions and tropes that were familiar to them, at the same time
creating new contexts for the literature of exile.”® Mukhtari seems to
be speaking for all poets when he says that he will keep composing his
poetry no matter what adversities he faces.

E. Mas%id Sa'd between Ghazna and
Lahore

Even nostalgia is relative given the vicissitudes of time and space: when
Mas‘td Sa‘d was in Lahore he longed to be in Ghazna, but when he
found himselfin an even more provincial town, Lahore did not appear

57 Ibid., 308.

58 The Arabic precedents for ‘[t]he topos of ‘longing for the homeland’, are
found in the Bedouin milieu,” Gustav E. von Grunebaum’s ‘Aspects of Arabic
Urban Literature Mostly in Ninth and Tenth Centuries,” Islamic Studies (1969),
296. See Jaroslav Stetkevych, Zephyrs of Najd, 180-201, for the poetics of nostal-
gia in the Arabic nasib; also see Julie Meisami’s insightful response to this book,
‘Places in the Past,” 63—106. In the Persian qasida it is the exceptional poet who
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so unappealing. During his short stint as the governor of Jallandar,
East Panjab, he wrote a masnavi, which is a valuable document in its
description of an intimate courtly gathering, with its proper hierarchy,
in Lahore. Sana’1 was probably influenced by this work when he wrote
his Kérndmah-yi Balkh, though apart from the structural features of
shahrashiib that they share,> the works are quite different in their pur-
port. In this work Mas‘lid expresses his frank longing for his home-
town, Lahore, although he was not banished or in disgrace at this time.
The poem is a panegyric in the form of a list of the attendants ata typi-
cal assembly of his patron ‘Azud al-Dawlah Shirzid ibn Mas‘td ibn
Ibrahim (viceroy in India, 1099-1114/15), describing the qualities of
each and poking gentle fun at some of them, but not reviling them like
San#’l. He assigns himself the appropriate place in this hierarchy, com-
ing after the nobles, secretary and physician, but before the performers
(musicians, singers, and dancer).®® About himself he says:

I, Mas‘ud-i Sa‘d-i Salmin,

am more lowly than the companions.
Without cause the king favoured me
and raised me over all the slaves . . .

utilizes the abandoned campsite theme. There is not a single instance in Mas‘td
Sa‘d’s divin of such ‘Arabic’ qasidas as found in the works of Mandchihri and
Mu'‘izzi. The theme of the journey was a popular one and was used in a special way
by Mas‘(id Sa‘d as described below. For the Arabic-type qasida in Persian, see Julie
S. Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry, 56—60. For a detailed analysis of the
uniquely Arabic genre and subgenres of nostalgia and longing, hinan il l-awtin,
see Wadad Kadi’s article, ‘Expressions of Alienation in Early Arabic Literature,’
in Myths, Historical Archetypes and Symbolic Figures in Arabic Literature: Towards
a New Hermeneutic Approach, ed. Angelika Neuwirth (Beirut: F. Steiner, 1999).
Relevant to the cases of Nasir Khusraw and San4’1 is her comment, ‘the factor that
leads one to depart from home is escaping ignominy and debasement athome and
seeking dignity and honour abroad,” 13.

%9 For this masnavias an example of the genre of shahrishiib, see the discussion
in chapter four.

0 His placement is reminiscent of Nizim1 ‘Artizi’s recommendation of four
figures in a prince’s entourage: secretary (dabir), physician (zabib), poet (shi'ir),
and astrologer (munajjim). The last is missing in Masti‘d Sa‘d’s assembly.
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Now that I have left for Jallandar,
When may I come again to the city,
So that my sorrows are lessened and

[ again witness the king’s exalted assembly?°!

The admixture of self-deprecation and wistfulness hints that he was
notsuffering terribly in his short absence from Lahore; social prospects
probably appeared bleak there and he recalls the opulent and lively
entertainment at the Lahore court. At the end of the masnavi Mas‘Gd
Sa‘d again praises the prince and emphasizes the proper position of the
poet in such assemblies:

Indeed, that poet is audacious
who composes lengthy verses.
Since fate has kept me far away
from that paradisaical assembly,
I have no other choice but
to uplift my spirits in this manner.%?
Out of nostalgia, he has recreated in verse a typical gathering, which
he compares to paradise, and by emphasizing his own place in it he
legitimizes his position as a court poet. Exaggerating his isolation, he
declares that writing poetry is the only occupation available to him,%
a point he would frequently make in his prison poetry, as when he
boasts:

No place is devoid of my name,

Whether it be city or desert. (Q36)

81 Divén, 801-2.

©2 Ibid., 817.

9 The same rhetorical device was used by the Roman poet Ovid who was exiled
by the Emperor Augustus around 8 cE: “There is also a more defiant, aggressive
strategy in the poetics of exile, in which Ovid asserts that it was his talent which
enabled him to endure the rigors of exile,’ Betty Rose Nagle, The Poetics of Exile:
Program and Polemic in the Tristia and Epistulae ex Ponto of Ovid (Brussels: Lato-
mus, 1980), 173. Such an assertion on the part of the exiled poet serves to increase
his merit in the eyes of his audience. Gareth D. Williams also writes about Ovid’s
manipulation of his situation, ‘But while Ovid’s objective might seem to the cre-
dulous reader, whether ancient or modern, to be the simple expression of sincere
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Being away from the centre of poetic activity caused an anxiety in the
poet; but he implies that even in the desert, away from the court milieu,
his poetry is appreciated. He uses the same spatial imagery (city/desert;
khali) that Nasir Khusraw had employed before him to contrast his
present situation with the past and exaggerate his loneliness.

Mas‘td Sa‘d had the distinguished honour of being a court poet
right from the start of his career, a position that Nasir Khusraw did not
have and one that Sana’1 strove for but did not achieve until the end
ofhislife. In the early stages of Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s professional career, being
aboon companion in the entourage of Prince Mahmiid in Lahore was
everything that a provincial poet could aspire to be. However, for an
ambitious person, being a poet in the provinces was not equal to the
honour of residing and working at the central court in Ghazna, and he
repeatedly boasts of his superiority over the poets at the Ghazna court.
Lahore, especially since it was outside the territory of greater Persia,
was no more than a training ground for an ambitious poet; besides, as
the boon companion of the crown prince, Mas‘(id Sa‘d must certainly
have indulged in hopes of following his young patron to the capital
when he became king one day. The frequent references to Ghazna in
Mas‘d’s poems of the early period speak of the fascination that the
capital city held over him, and the scanty biographical information
suggests thata rift had occurred with his first patron, Prince Mahmid,
over his ambitions to move to the capital.

A favourite motif that Mas‘ad Sa‘d employs in his panegyrics for
Prince Mahmd is the erotic nasib, in which the reaction of the poet’s
beloved to his decision to leave India and go on a trip is described in
the following vein:

When (s)he saw my travelling plans were fixed,
the edges of his/her mouth became moist with weeping.

grief and hardship, the more sophisticated reader will find a different Ovid—an
exile who creates an ‘unreal’ picture of his circumstances in exile by manipulating
his ‘facts’ to creative advantage. This Ovid is no different to the pre-exilic poet who
displayed his powers of artistic invention and capability at every turn; and within
the exilic shadow of the creative artist that he once was,” Banished Voices: Readings
in Ovid’s Exile Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 49.
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Continually crying and saying, Don’t break our pact,
don’t hurt me and hasten on your trip.

Where can you go from Mahm(id’s command

for he is the companion of the fortune bestower.
Will you abandon the court of the prince of the world?
Do you seek separation from the nobles and friends?

I answered saying, It is not the time to tarry.

This is advisable for my career—and yet it was not advisable—
What work do I have in the land of India?
For the King of the world is feverish for me. (Q17)

He then undertakes the customary perilous journey and arrives in the
presence of his patron Prince Mahmtd, whom he assures he could
never conceive of leaving. The pact between lover and beloved here is
analogous to the one between patron and poet, but he dares to break
it by suggesting that the sultan himself is anxious to have him at the
courtat Ghazna. However, when he arrives at the court it is not the sul-
tan who is there but his patron, the prince. The erotic nasib, with the
dialectic interaction between the beloved and poet, offers the poet a
suitable medium for negotiating his own relationship to his patron.
Julie Meisami has suggested that ‘[t]he love situation evokes unspoken
parallels on the level of courtly conduct, while implicitly subjecting
this conduct to examination and criticism; it also provides a means of
alluding to the poet’s specific circumstances in an effective but veiled
manner.’® The poet seems to be suggesting to the patron that both
their careers could be furthered at the capital, and that when the prince
becomes sultan he should not forget his poet.

In another qasida to Prince Mahmd when he is in Barsapur® in
India, he addresses his beloved in Lahore:

When I think of Lahore and my beloved—
nobody [ever] detested their city and beloved.

84 Medieval Persian Court Poetry, 74. For an analysis of this motif being used to
a different end by Anvari, 72-6.

95 T have been unable to identify this place; the alternate reading in the Yasimi
edition is Nishapiir, which cannotbe correct given the historical circumstances of
the poet’s life.
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In any case, the glory of Ghazna
is better for me than Lahore.
Indeed, for me better than union with that beauty
is the presence of the court of the victorious king. (Q147)

Here the poetis stating his position in clear terms to his patron. Behind
his assertion that Lahore is not good enough for him anymore is the
reality that he has his sights set on Ghazna. In a different twist to this
motif, in Q42, it is the beloved who is going to Ghazna with the poet
persuading the beloved to take him along. Interestingly enough there
is no mamdih mentioned in this short qasida; but the erotic 7asib and
the journey motif such as is only found in his early qasidas indicate that
the poem may have been written for Prince Mahmid.®® Separation
from his patron is an issue that the poet tries to deal with and rational-
ize in these preludes, with the prospects in Ghazna always looking
more attractive.

After his affiliation with Prince Mahmd came to an end, Mas‘ad
Sa‘d sought to dispossess himself of any professional associations with
India and the Lahore court. In a poem in which he goes over the whole
affair that led him to prison, he confesses:

I was afraid and turned my back on my homeland,
saying to myself, It’s [just] me and my ill luck.

I harboured many hopes,

Alas! so many hopes. (Q189)

In another prison gasida (Q228) addressed to Muhammad Bihriiz, a
vizier at the Ghazna court, he says that he so much desires to be in his
patron’s presence and be in his service that he no longer desires to see
India. This idea is repeated in another long panegyric addressed to
Siqat al-Mulk, who helped him procure his release from prison:

By God, if an atom of desire for India
has remained in my heart!

9 Farrukhi in his erotic nasibs also frequently uses this motif: the poet’s belov-
ed is sad because he is leaving Ghazna, Divin, 386; or the poet is leaving for

Ghazna, 295.
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After all, what have I to do with Lahore,
amongst that race of hapless ones? (Q236)

The road between Lahore and Ghazna, fraught with the obstacles
and dangers thatare the stock ingredients of the perilous journey of the
nasib, became a symbolic path for Mas‘tid Sa‘d that would lead him
to salvation and success. He describes this metaphoric road in vivid
terms in a qasida addressed to a boon companion of Sultan Ibrahim,

Abt al-Rushd Rashid:

I have traversed a path from whose depths and desolation
the accursed devil continually reaches from hell.
Rarely could prey escape its narrow thicket,
hardly could a royal falcon perch on its heights.
God is my witness that my absence from your service
only made me dejected and depressed.
Having taken up the reins of fortune,
desire for your assembly drew me to Ghazna. (QQ260)

In a veiled allusion to the circumstances surrounding his falling-
out with Prince Mahmd, he suggests that the only way open to him
was to take the dangerous road to Ghazna. Caught between the two
worlds, he says in despair at one point:

Sometimes I am wounded by the calamity of Lahore;
Sometimes I am chained by the calumny of Khurasan. (Q204)

The poet’s early career was dominated by this vacillation; the two geo-
graphical entities pulled him in different directions. Ultimately, these
lines from a qasida written from his days in Jallandar betrays Mas‘ad
Sa‘d’s ambivalent attitude:

The useless world is a filthy ass,
the relentless heaven is a rabid dog,.
The land of Jallandar is my pasture,
the snake and my goat are in a dangerous pit . . .
I wish that every year
I might be in two desired places,
that for two seasons in these two glorious cities,
my absence be changed to presence.
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For dearer to me than rose water and ambergris
are the water of Ghazna and the dust of Lahore. (Q150)

Lahore still has the dominant emotional hold on him and Ghazna con-
tinues to have its appeal. All that is known of the outcome of this strug-
gle in the poet’s mind is that he did not make it to Ghazna at this time
but ended up in prison twice, and his first patron, Prince Mahmid,
disappeared from the annals of history. Lahore was not mentioned
again after his days of prison and exile were behind him and he was a
court poet in Ghazna.

One of the most poignant poems in the entire divdn of Mas‘td Sa‘d
is Q280, written from prison as an apostrophe to his hometown
Lahore, rather than the capital Ghazna:

O Lahore! How do you fare without me?
How are you illuminated without your bright sun?
The garden of my poetic talent adorned you—
how do you fare without tulips, violets and lilies?
Suddenly your dear child was separated from you:
how do you fare in your mourning and lamentation for him?
There are two chains heavy as a body on my feet,
having become lifeless how are you without a body?
There is no message from me and and you don’t say in good faith,
“Trapped like Bizhan® in a fortress, how are you?’

The rest of the poem has the city addressing the poet, expressing the
concern and nostalgia that the latter feels for the former. In its melan-
choly state, Lahore is portrayed as a city bereft of such positive ele-
ments as the sun, flowers and the poet himself. By asking a series of
rhetorical questions the poet is expressing a feigned disbelief at how the
city could even operate without him. Should not the whole network
of civilization have broken down without his presence? A city without
a garden, and in this case Mas‘ud Sa‘d’s garden of poetic talent (bdgh-
i tab*“i nazm), is in ruins (virdn, as he calls it later in the poem). The
apostrophe to one’s hometown immediately calls to mind one of the

67 Bizhan is a young hero in the Shahnimah who was trapped in a pit by the
evil King Afrasiyab.
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best-known poems in the history of Persian literature, Riidaki’s pacan
to Bukhara that was written to rouse feelings of nostalgia in his patron,
Amir Nasr II (r. 913-42), when they had been away from home for an
extended period of time:

The fragrance of the Muliyan stream
makes one remember the dear beloved.
O Bukhara! Rejoice and live long,
the prince is joyfully coming to you.
The prince is a moon and Bukhara the sky,
the moon is coming to the sky.
The prince is a cypress and Bukhara a garden,
the cypress is coming to the garden.®

Bukhara isaddressed in terms of a beloved, albeit in happier tones than
Lahore is by her poet since the lover is returning to his beloved. Actu-
ally, it was Nasir Khusraw who had preceded Mas‘tid Sa‘d in making
such apostrophes a part of exile poetry, as when he addresses Khurasan:

Who can ask Khurasan for this lowly, depressed exile,
‘How are you without me?’
The same as I saw at nawriz?

Send news if you are the same.%’

The rhetorical question again implies that the city must be devastated

by the poet’s absence, but behind it is a sincere emotion. In a rubd i

addressed to God, Mas‘(id Sa‘d longs only for his beloved hometown
in pathetic tones:

O Lord! Do you know I am in heavy chains?

O Lord! Do you know that I am weak and helpless?
O Lord! My soul has departed in sorrow for Lahore:
O Lord! I long for it! O Lord! (R20)

% This poem survives as the occasion of an anecdote in the work of Nizim1
‘Arzi, Chabdr maqalah, 49-54. The version given here is the popular one estab-
lished through usage and memory. For the alternate, perhaps more accurate read-
ing, see Divin-i Riidaki (Tehran: Nahid, 1374/1995), ed. ]. Manstr, 157.

 Divén, 371.
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In another prison poem, it is Lahore that understands his suffering and
pain, not the people of the city:

I hope when I see you
to sprinkle these peatls on your face . . .

I know you hold my poetry dear,

you consider them precious, I know.
You know what sorts of suffering I endure
to get my verse and prose to you.”? (Q201)

The personification of Lahore as a beloved suggests that no human is
willing to understand his plight. This is a deliberate rhetorical device
because the people, especially the patrons, cannot be separated from
the city; Mas‘ad Sa‘d’s cry to Lahore may be a device to help him pro-
cure a pardon, but like Nasir Khusraw before him, and Sana’{ after
him, Mas‘td Sa‘d positions himself in a relationship with his home-
land that is depicted as beneficial to both sides: the places that have re-
jected them now possess a literary vacuum as a result of their absence,
but at the same time the poets’ outpourings of grief and resentment
show how much they long for the lost spaces. In Mas‘ad Sa‘d’s case,
there is a dual sense of loss: being situated in provincial Lahore whereas
the great poets are in Ghazna, and at times even longing for Lahore
when faced with a worse situation. The common factor in the experi-
ence of these three major poets of that period is the fact that their nos-
talgia for lost spaces is not so much a generic legacy as happens in the
Arabic qasida (although there is some exploitation of the conventions
of that form), but a reality for the poets. The poets’ memories of the
cultural milieus they functioned in, even when they are compared to

70 Compare these lines from a poem by Ovid:
From the Black Sea, I, Ovid’s letter, reach you,
Tired by the road, tired as I crossed the brine.
Weeping he said, ‘See, as you can, Rome’s city;
Alas, much happier your lot than mine!”
Ovid: Sorrows of an Exile: Tristia, tr. A.D. Melville (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1992), 97. In order to evoke sympathy, both poets hint at the remoteness of their
locations.
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the Arcadian Ghazna of Sultan Mahmd, are a response to the actual
socio-economic circumstances of urban life in which they practiced
their craft. The poetry of Nasir Khusraw and San?’1, notwithstanding
its religious dimensions, is channelled into voices protesting the esta-
blishment that is responsible for the political, social, economic and
spiritual ruin of their times. In the case of Mas‘tid Sa‘d, the protest is
from the inside: his is the personal voice of an aggrieved member of the
establishment itself. Although exclusively a poet of panegyrics, some-
times while in prison his sorrow makes him take on a Nésir Khusraw-
esque tone of utter contempt for society; it is questionable whether
Mas‘tid Sa‘d was aware of Nasir Khusraw’s poetry, despite the point
of similarities in their poetics of exile.”! In the following poem, Mas‘tid
Sa‘d envisions a city that is doomed:

I see a people lost on their paths,

in their ignorance the times [are] upon them like a dark night.
Indeed, they perceive a path [of salvation] in my poetry,
but in the light of stars they only see the path’s darkness.

I see a people in the sleep of ignorance:

useless to themselves and to knowledge.
Asleep like the scorpion, busy in their corners,
they have equally absurd thoughts . . .

I see a city without wisdom or intelligence,

rearing its head with the turban of arrogance. (Q90)

This gloomy picture is not intended to be just Lahore or Ghazna but
the whole world in which the poets functioned. Even people who feign
sympathy and generosity are not to be trusted:

What do I want from the people of this age, since they all
resemble [jaded] mares in their natures and temperaments.
Beware! Don’t be deceived by their pity,
look well for they are all petty and numerous.
Don’t seek warmth from them even if they are all suns,
don’t seek gems from them even if they are all mines. (Q76)

71 The two Iranian scholars, Muhammad RizA Shafi‘-Kadkani and Mahdt
Niriyan, in private discussions with the author have expressed doubt that
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When flattery and pathos did not work, there was no recourse for the
poet but to take on this ominous view of a society which is so steeped
in a morass of ignorance that it does not appreciate the poet’s worth,
a point that poets of this period repeatedly made.

Mas'id Sa*d would have been familiar with Nésir Khusraw’s works. Itis possible
that given similar personal circumstances poets can independently react in similar
ways. Comparative work between Nésir Khusraw and San’i will shed light on this
problem, since Mas‘lid Sa‘d would have been an intermediary between the two
poets.
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Chapter Three
Y Practicing Poetry in Prison

Much of the influential literature of Judeo-Christian civilization
was composed under conditions of incarceration or involuntary
exile. Indeed, the Bible itselfis a product of both prison and exile,
and the Platonic dialogues, notably the Crizo, the Apologyand the
Phaedo are centred around the trial, imprisonment and execu-
tion of Socrates . . . But it would be simplistic merely to classify
the writing that owes something to imprisonment, centrality of
prison writing as a part of our literature, philosophy and anthro-
pology. Such a system of classification would not help much in
telling us how it is important or in what ways it might be read.!

A. The Genre of Prison Poetry (Habsiyat)

The first reference to Mas‘td Sa‘d’s body of prison poetry as the dis-
tinct category of habsiyit is found in the twelfth century. NizAmi
‘Ar(zi, in the section on poets in his Chahir magéalah, while describing
the circumstances in which Mas‘ad Sa‘d’s poems were written, says,
‘Discerning people know what degree the habsiyir of Mas‘td have
reached in loftiness and what rank they have in eloquence.”> What pre-
cisely does Nizdmi ‘Ar(izi mean by this term? If he uses it to designate

!'Toan Davies, Writers in Prison (Cambridge, Mass.: Basil Blackwell, 1990), 3.
2 Chahir maqélah, 71.
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a genre, how were generic categories conceptualized at that time? The
use of thematic designations for poems (khamriyit, zubdiyat, etc.) was
a common classification device in classical Arabic literature, although
it was less frequently used in Persian, but this reflects the problem of
how such categories changed over time without being reflected in the
manuscripts of divins. In Mas‘d Sa‘'d’s divin, the habsiyir take the
pride of place, and for modern readers at least, they are distinct enough
from the rest of his work to merit being classed in a single genre.

The problem of sorting out the complicated schemata that have
been proposed for various terms for genres and fixed forms in pre-
modern Persian poetry is compounded by the looseness of English
terms themselves.? For my purposes, I follow Tzvetan Todorov’s ex-
planation of the function of genres which is particularly appropriate
for studying the habsiyir. ‘Genres communicate indirectly with the
society where they are operative through their institutionalization . . .
Genres are the meeting place between general poetics and event-based
literary history.”* Of course, this is not necessarily how traditional
Persian literary critics classified poetry; for them, the poem was de-
fined both by its form and rhetorical elements. The qasida, the pri-
vileged form in classical literature, is usually classified under three
categories:

1. according to its thyme

2. according to the subject of the nasib (or taghazzul)

3. by the main topic of the poem, e.g., madhiyah (panegyric), bahi-
riyah (spring poem), etc.’

3 For a detailed survey of the problems of genres and fixed forms and the no-
menclature as established by Persianists, see Frank Lewis, Reading, Writing and
Recitation, 1-14. In Persian, SirQis Shamisd’s study, Anvé i adabi (Tehran: Fir-
daws, 1374/1996), is a valuable study that begins to study genres in classical
Persian poetry from a critical point of view.

4 Genres in Discourse (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), tr.
Catherine Porter, 19-20.

> Rizvan Shari‘at, Farhang-i istilihit-i adabi (Tehran: Hirmand, 1370/1991),
124-5. The author also sheds light on the question of what is the appropriate
length of various poetic forms, ‘Increasing the number of bayss and the length of
the qasida depends on the importance of the subject and the power of the poet.’
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But there is no provision for the fact that a single poem can have ele-
ments of all three types and thus defy categorization, as happens fre-
quently.

According to one scholar, ‘One of the main strategies in generic
innovation in Arabo-Persian is the manipulation of topoi associated
with one genre in the context of another.’® Thus, ‘[t]he semiotic ex-
pectations which each genre or separate topos generated may help us
to understand how one topos bleeds into the next to create a complex
spectrum of meaning . . .”/ This view is supported by another contem-
porary of Mas‘(id Sa‘d, Rashid Vatvat, who quotes in his handbook of
poetry from one of Mas‘Gd Sa‘d’s habsiydt poems in connection with
the rhetorical device al-kalim al-jami* “This device is [used] when
poets incorporate in their verses expressions of wisdom, advice, or
complaint.” His Arabic examples are from Mutanabbi; and for Persian
he quotes two lines by Mas‘td Sa‘d:

By God, look at this fortune and life:

until I die the prison will be my home.

In sorrow my heart became splintered like a comb’s teeth®
when I saw a strand of white hair in my comb.

Vatvat continues:

Most of the poems of Mas‘(d Sa‘d Salméan are kaldm-i jami;, especially
those which he composed in prison, and none among the Persian poets can
match him in style—either in beauty of meaning nor subtlety of words.’

¢ Julie S. Meisami, personal communication. For a relevant study of the way
genres were conceptualized by classical writers, see Francis Cairns’ Generic Com-
position in Greek and Roman Poetry (Edinburgh: University Press, 1972). Cairns’
approach to poems in terms of identifying topoi that can be combined and mani-
pulated to a certain extent provides a useful approach to analyzing classical Persian
poems.

7 Lewis, Reading, Writing and Recitation, 36.

8 T have taken thisline from NiiriyAn’s edition, Qt128; as cited here, the original
did not make sense.

9 Haddyiq al-sibr fi daqi’iq al-sh'r, ed. M.-N. Osmanov (Moscow: Nauka,
1985), 316-18.
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Kaldm-i jami’, then, is one of the identifying topoi of the habsiyir
genre; some others are hasb-i hil, vasf (exphrasis), madh (panegyric),
du 4 (prayer) and fakhr (boast). Hasb-i hil, a description of one’s con-
dition, often of one’s abject state, is closely related to kaldm-ijami ‘and
is the term often used by Mas‘lid Sa‘d to describe autobiographi-
cal elements in his poems. In his detailed study of the habsiyir genre
in classical Persian poetry, Valiullah Zafari says that hasb-i hil, shik-
vah (complaint) and pAzish (entreaty) are sub-categories of habsiyit.'’
A.L.F.A. Beelaert explains that ‘ habsiya is part of a larger group of texts
in which complaints are expressed . . . This sikdyat partly corresponds
to what Persian medieval literary critics call kaldm-i gami, which is not
a term for a genre (genre not being a subject these critics talk about),
but for a figure of speech.”!!

Contemporary Persian scholars have applied other specialized cri-
teria to this genre. Sirlis Shamisa classifies habsiyat with other thema-
tic genres such as shahrishiib, marsiyah and sdqindmah, and considers
them all subgenres of lyric poetry (shi‘r-i ghand i) because the poet ex-
presses his emotions in them.'? Muhammad Ja‘far Mahjab also states
that only a poet who is actually imprisoned can be the author of habsi-
yét in the true sense,' thus providing a meeting place for a poet’s life
and his poetics. The manipulation of certain topoi contextualized
against his personal life makes Mas‘td Sa‘d a prominent habsiyit poet.

One of the aims of the poet in the habsiyit poems was to procure
the attention of patrons who would be in a position to either rescind

10 Habsiyah dar adab-i Firsi, 18.

U 4 Cure Jfor the Grieving, 35. In addition, the author says about this genre,
‘Such poems are to be found in nearly all Persian diwins, or—for earlier poets—
in tadkiras, and are headed—in the editions, but often also in old manuscripts—
Sikdyar-i rizegir. In diwins those poems are sometimes grouped together, and
anthologies can have a separate chapter for complaints . . .’

12 Anvid“i adabi, 232. Heshmat Moayyad also defines lyric poetry not as syno-
nymous with the ghazal but also encompassing other poetic forms, ‘Lyric Poetry,’
121.

13Sabk-i Khurdsini (Tehran: Sizmin-i Tarbiyat-i Mu‘allim, 1345/1966),
656.
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his punishment (i.e., the sultan) or intercede on his behalf (various per-
sons at court). Thus, there are few such poems without a panegyric
component. Due to the constant line of communication between the
Ghazna court and Mas‘td Sa‘d, wherever he happened to be impris-
oned, the gasida functioned for his purpose in its original form as an
epistolary poem. Since it was necessary for him not to be forgotten by
the court, his poems served as a constant reminder of his continued
existence as a poet. That these poems were read aloud at court in the
poet’s absence is supported by the fact that in two poems (Q229 and
Q237) he mentions a professional declaimer (74v7) by the name of
Abti al-Fath.'4 A larger goal of the poet was to permanently record his
story in the annals of literary history, an aspect of his poetry that often
he tends to valorize over the panegyric. Thus, the qasidas and git@hs
that have no dedicatee or panegyric componentin them are among the
most arresting and lyrical poems in Mas‘td Sa‘d’s work.

There was already a body of prison poetry in Arabic literature that
would have provided models that Mas‘tid Sa‘d may have used in com-
posing his own poems, although the category habsiyir does not seem
to have been employed by Arabic poets for prison poems in general.
The réimiyit of the Abbasid poet Abti Firds Hamdan1 (d. 968)," writ-
ten while he was a captive of the Byzantines, were probably known to
Mas‘td Sa‘d. Although the former’s poetic output is quite modest,
given the popularity of the Abbasid poetry among the Ghaznavid
poets it seems likely that it exerted some degree of influence on Mas‘td
Sa‘d’s work.!°

1 1n Q237, he entrusts the spring breeze to carry his message to the 74vi, who
would then recite it. The multiple intermediaries, i.e., the actual but unmentioned
messenger, the emblematic breeze, the 74v4, dramatically increase the distance be-
tween the poet and the intended audience.

15 For a general treatment of this poet, see Abdullah El Tayib, ‘Abt Firas al-
Hamdani,” in Abbasid Belles Lettres, ed. Julia Ashtiany et al. (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1990), 315-27.

16A]. Arberry, Classical Persian Literature (London: George Allen & Unwin,
1958), comments on the influence of Abii Firas on Mas‘(id Sa‘d, 12; Ghulam ‘Ali
Karimi in his study, ‘Mas‘d Sa‘d va Aba Firds Hamdani,” MaGrif-i Islimi 23
(1354/1975), 111-38, compares specific tropes and images that are found in the
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B. Varieties of” Habsiyat

Mas‘td Sa‘d’s poetic virtuosity can be partially understood by the fact
that he employed numerous available poetic forms to express himself
in prison. In addition to the qasida and giz'ah, his habsiyir poems are
also found in the rubd’%, tarkibband, ghazal and musammat forms,
although there is only one poem each in the last three forms. Fulfill-
ing the formal requirements for each, Mas‘d Sa‘d’s use of certain
topoi like hasb-i hil or shikdyar makes these poems part of the habsiyir
genre. What criteria (audience, occasion, current tastes) dictated the
choice of forms for the poet? How did the different poetic forms with
their particular thematic and formal requirements lend themselves to
being utilized for the poet’s purposes? These questions will be answer-
ed by looking at examples of each form.

The qasida form, given its primacy in this period and its function
as a public poem, became the chief vehicle for habsiyir poetry, largely
due to the fact that the inherited structure of this form was capable of
being exploited by the poet for conveying the complex nature of his ex-
perience. De Bruijn comments on this:

The structure of the panegyrical kasida offered the possibility to take the
theme as the subject of the prologue . . . More often, however, a section
especially devoted to an account of the poet’s condition (hasb-i hil) was
added to the panegyrical address of the patron . . . There are also several
non-panegyrical kasidas among the babsiyyit of Masd . . . Sometimes
the characteristic habsiyya motifs only occur incidentally in poems dealing

mainly with other themes.!”

Thus, Mas‘d Sa‘d’s early habsiyit poems make use of the inherited
conventions of the polythematic qasida, with each section of the poem

poems of both poets and convincingly demonstrates that there must have been
some degree of familiarity on the part of our poet with his predecessor’s work. A
more detailed comparison would be illuminating but is out of the scope of this
study. Another comparative work, but which does not mention Mas‘ad Sa‘d’s
poetry, is R. Mahmtd Ghénim’s, Fann al-habsiyyit bayn Abi Firds al-Hamdini
wa al-Khiqini (Cairo: Dar al-Zahra, 1412/1991).

Y7 Habsiyya, ER, Suppl.
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being put to the poet’s service. The nasib is an indispensable tool of
the poet, as its traditional function has been to get the attention of the
audience. He no longer employs the erotic nasibs that were standard
in his early qasidas to Prince Mahmid; descriptions of the night sky,
catalogues of constellations or birds, and riddles, become his favourite
themes now. Quite often, the poet dispenses with the 7asi6 and jumps
right into the madh, a general characteristic of the qasidas of this per-
iod. Finally, the urgency of the poet’s situation compels him to make
the hasb-i hil itself the nasib, which eventually results in the creation
of poems that are entirely hasb-i hil without any panegyric element.

Approximately one third of the total qasidas in the poet’s divin be-
long to the habsiyit genre. Most are dedicated to Ghaznavid courtiers,
while a few, usually laments in the form of apostrophes, are topical and
have no dedicatees and could be considered giz'abs. The madh section
in the qasida gives the poet the opportunity not only to panegyrize his
mamdith butalso to remind the patron of their relationship, implicitly
seeking assistance from him and intercession. A complex nexus of rela-
tionships emerges from Mas‘lid Sa‘d’s addresses to his dedicatees, de-
pendent on the respective position and power of each patron. It is in
these lines that we see an ongoing negotiation between poet and pat-
ron, bringing out the reciprocity involved in these relationships. In
this line he reminds ‘Alf Khass, a favourite of Sultan Ibrahim, of the
profitability of the poet-patron relationship:

Many times I have obtained my price from you:
I was expensive, don’t sell me cheaply. (Q215)

The poet shrewdly advises his patron that it would be senseless to get
rid of him since he has a great deal invested in him. But he himself is
not able to be present before his patron, therefore it is imperative that
he be represented in the best possible way, and nothing or no one can
perform that task better than his poem:

In your assembly, this poem is such a good agent for me
that there is no need for another. (Q133)

This boast is completely contrary to his usual requests to friends to
intercede on his behalf, and is merely a conceit. He is confident about
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his talents and assures ‘Ali Khass that he cannot be forgotten by his
patrons:

I know that you have not forgotten me
because you remember me by my panegyrics. (Q60)

The irony here is that his anxiety stems precisely from the fear of his
poems being forgotten. His characterization of the beneficial effects of
the poet-patron relationship is carried a step further when, in addres-
sing Mans(r ibn Sa‘id, he says that his regard for his patron prevents
melancholy from overwhelming him:

Is it surprising that my entire brain is affection for you?
How can melancholy overcome it! (Q5)

Usually the heart is the seat of affection, not the brain; the intellectual-
ization of their relationship downplays the emotional value of the ut-
terance. Whereas in most cases he constantly complains about being
beset by melancholy, here he boasts that he is immune to it because of
the secure nature of their relationship. In another place, he addresses
his learned patron Siqat al-Mulk:

If no state has a man like you
in wisdom and ingenuity,
then why is one like me who is peerless

afflicted with imprisonment like this? (Q68)

The relationship of patron-poet is a complementary one, so what
benefit can accrue to a patron when his poet is languishing in prison,
where his panegyrizing powers would certainly diminish? A simple
and most logical argument s that he is of no use to anyone in the prison

and so he should be freed by the sultan:

What use am I in prison and what is my worth

since today I see no one but the warden.
Tomorrow if I am abetted by your fortune
your rank will give me succour. (Q299)

Sometimes he carries this argument to an extreme, adopting the pose
that even the prison is acceptable to him because it was decreed to him
by the sultan; here he tells Sultan Ibrahim:
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I am content with this prison and suffering
and will not disavow my fate.
Let no dear one think that in the world,
like a snake I am in the throes of need.
If the sultan has imprisoned me
I am not ashamed of his prison.
Anyone whom a king imprisons
feels prouder than the [whole] world.
I am in the prison of a king
who is the only one deserving kingship. (Q287)

He rarely employs this argument, and the grandiose tone befits the
rank of the addressee of the poem. His usual wont is to claim to be in-
nocent, as in this series of protestations:

Faultless and innocent, I am imprisoned;
for no rhyme or reason, I am detained. (Q189)

I don’t know any crime or sin of mine,
except for the backbiting and guile of my devious enemy. (Q91)

If T knew why I am fettered; I despair of
God who is undescribable. (Q25)

Deflecting the blame to a third party or cause allows him to remain in
the good graces of the sultan:

I have no fear of death’s onslaught;
I have no embarrassment of the king’s prison.
All my sorrows and cares come

from the demands of debtors. (Q191)

This magnanimity on the poet’s part, graciously covering up any er-
rors or injustices on the sultan’s side, allows the latter to save face while
it is an occasion for the poet to reaffirm their pact of friendship and

fidelity. To Tahir ‘Ali he says that he has lost control of himself with-

out the patron’s proximity:

I am a slave distanced from your assembly,
I only eulogize and pray for you.
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From the distance and not seeing your beauty
my head feels as if I have a hangover. (Q272)

Here, he uses a startling image to describe the rupture in the poet-
patron relationship that he has experienced by being in prison:

For years I have been like
a suckling baby without its mother. (Q148)

Another subtle way that he describes the imbalance in the state of af-
fairs is by applying the same metaphor to the patron and to himself,
butinfusing it with differentattributes in each case. In a qasida addres-
sed to Mans(r ibn Sa‘ld, the poet praises him for his steadfastness:

He is a mountain of steadfastness and a fire of loftiness,
a chastising wind and limpid water. (Q10)

and then in the hasb-i hil section of the same poem he says of himself:

Like a cloud I speak of myself and am unheard;
I am not like a mountain that my words will echo.

While the patron is compared to the four elements, the poet himself
is an insubstantial cloud. But in the end, as he informs Sultan Mas‘ad,
he will fulfil his responsibilities dutifully wherever he is:

In your service, from now on, like a pen and inkwell
I will gird my waist with my life and open my mouth in praise. (Q184)

Using the phrase bandagi, which implies both being in service and
being in chains, allows his words to have a double-edged meaning. In
another place, this sentiment is expressed more directly:

What claim can I make of being in your service?
Praise of you is witness to that. (Q67)

At times, having reached the opposite end of the spectrum of confi-
dence, he says in resignation:

From someone like me in such a place,
who can want anything but prayer and praise? (Q1)
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These exchanges demonstrate how the qasida provides a vehicle for
dialogue with the sultan, the courtiers, and the poet’s peers, in short,
with anyone who was connected with his life as a professional poet
and was powerful enough to help him. Not surprisingly, there survive
no poems or communications of any sort to family members or non-
professional friends.

From the names of the dedicatees, a large number of the qasidas can
be dated to one of the two periods of imprisonment that Mas‘ad Sa‘d
underwent; however, there is a substantial body of work that cannot
be dated, especially the non-qasida poems. By the time of his second
extended period of imprisonment in Maranj, Mas‘d Sa‘d had be-
come adept at writing prison poetry and had developed a particular
poetics for describing his experience. These qasidas, chiefly dedicated
to Siqat al-Mulk, Abti Nasr-i Parsi and Sultan Mas‘ad, are longer and
appear to be the work of a mature poet. After his first stint in prison,
he must have gained some recognition for his prison poetry; he had
reached the midpoint of his career. The habsiyit in the non-qasida
forms appear to be chiefly from his early years in prison, when he was
a young experimental poet.

In the fifty or so git‘ahs in Mas‘(d Sa‘d’s divin that can be classified
as habstydt, the formal characteristics of having an unrhymed opening
line (matla’) and the length of the poem are the only distinguishing cri-
teria. Often, the g7t ahs are aslong as qasidas and vice versa. Also, why
should the qasidas that have no panegyric element and are purely topi-
cal not be classified as giz‘@h? The blurring of the distinction between
these two forms is a general characteristic of the poetry of this period,'®
although it is not certain how the poets themselves negotiated these
formal differences. From some of the gizabs it appears that they were
drafts that were later worked into full-fledged qasidas.!® For the most

18 Mahjib, Sabk-i Khurisini, 584.

19 See Jerome W. Clinton for a discussion of this problem in the divin of
Manuchehri, The Divan of Mandichibhri Ddmghini, 62-3. The gir‘ahmay not have
been popular among the early Ghaznavid poets, or perhaps such poems were not
preserved in their collected works as the case of the ghazal indicates. In both edi-
tions of Mas‘0d Sa‘d’s divins, Qt35 (3 lines) is part of the nasib of Q7 3; this could
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part, the definition of the g7t @/ as a topical poem seems to apply here
t0o. The habsiyah qit'abs are mainly apostrophes to inanimate objects
that are tangibly connected to his imprisonment, such as his cell win-
dow, or to abstract ideas like fate or buzurgi (greatness). His frequent
references in these poems to his white hair contrast with his other
favourite trope, the darkness of the night:

I did not have a strand of white hair

when fate put me in prison.

I underwent so much torment and grief

that not a single hair of mine remained black. (Qt57)

Often, the gitabs are pithy and moralistic witticisms that approach
the spirit of ruba’s but are different in form, such as the following:

They say that fortune and misfortune

are present in every story.

You see two bricks

baked together in a kiln.

One is honourably placed at the top of a minaret,
another at the bottom of a latrine-pit. (Qt130)%°

Describing the unnatural fragmentation of his life, he says he has ex-
perienced life as both kinds of bricks. The entire ¢iz'zh can also be a
conceit, many such are found embedded in qasidas, and need not
stand as individual poems. In this case, he puts his tears to good use:

If [the tears] which my eyes rained on my body
had remained where they were,

my body would be a coiled chain

strung out with pearls. (Qt53)

be the result of careless copying of an early manuscript, or equally, evidence for
the ways in which poets wrote poems using various forms. For a general discussion
on this poetic form, see Husayn Khaliqi RAd’s Qir‘ah va qir'ahsard’i dar shi‘r-i Farsi
(Tehran: Intisharat-i Tlmi va Farhangi, 1375/1996), 7-17.

20 Thave chosen Yasim{’s text of this poem over Niiriyan’s; the latter version ap-
pears to be incorrect.
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The qasidas are full of such images. The problem of g7z /s and qasidas
is related to the larger question of the compilation of an individual
poet’s divan and the role of the scribe and editor in the transmission
of the text.?! The few surviving manuscripts of Mas‘ad Sa‘d’s divin
date from two later periods, the Safavid and then the Qajar, and must
have undergone changes in selection and arrangement over time.
Especially with early Persian poetry, the non-canonical forms had less
of a chance of being copied and safeguarded for posterity, as will be
further discussed in the next chapter.

The rubd% also provided a vehicle for the poet’s voice from pri-
son.?? Some of these appear to be written for private consumption, as
the following, in which he touches upon a topic he dared not broach
in his qasidas: blaming the sultan for his miseries:

O King! Be afraid of them who will question you

in the place where no one fears you:

‘Are you not happy with kingship from God?’

Then how can I be happy with your fetters? (R342)%

Other 7ubd’is address the same subjects that he was obsessed with in
prison, such as fate, loneliness, despair and the physical space of his pri-
sons. Some of these poems are elegies for friends and relatives who have
passed away and are his sole outlet for the private expression of grief.

His tarkibband 4 written as an elegy on the death of one of Sultan

2! For a detailed discussion of this topic, see the third chapter of Frank Lewis’s
Reading, Writing and Recitation, esp. 270-5.

22 For the ruba Fas a form for not exclusively ‘romantic’ or ‘quasi-mystical’ sub-
jects, see Jerome W. Clinton, The Divan of Manidichibri Déamghini, 59. For astudy
of the early history of this form, see Elwell Sutton’s, “The ‘Rub4?’ in Early Persian
Literature,” in The Cambridge History of Iran, ed. RN. Frye (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1975), 4: 633-57. He writes, ‘In contrast to the more
substantial gasidaand ghazal, it was usually a vehicle for improvization, and con-
temporary accounts suggest that, as still today, many well-known rub4‘iyat origi-
nated as impromptu thoughts thrown out at random during informal literary or
religious gatherings . . . The subject matter of the rub44, in contrast to its form is
virtually unrestricted . . .’, 640-1, and for Mas‘(d Sa‘d and the rub4 %, 649-50.

2 Aslightly different version of this is also attributed to the poet’s contempo-
rary, Munshi Nasrullah, see chapter 5.
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Ibrahim’s ministers, Rashid al-Din, does double duty as a habsiyir
poem merely by the existence of the last line where he says:

You are not my sun if I am not
afflicted by chains and imprisonment.

Several habsiyit poems describe the poet’s bereavement but are not
technically marsiyahs. Qitah 26 is a habsiyit poem that is a double
elegy for his own son Salih and his friend Rashidi’s son, Rashid. Mus-
ammat 2, discussed below, is reminiscent of the powerful poems of
Manuchihri in this form, and is a tour de force of utilizing the charac-
teristics of a poetic form in the service of the habsiyir genre.

C. The Physical State of Being Imprisoned

The most frequent words that Mas‘(id Sa‘d uses to describe the phy-
sical space he is confined in are habs and zindin, respectively the Ara-
bic and Persian words for prison, as well as the Persian sumj, by which
he specifically means his cell. What prison conditions were like in
eleventh century Ghaznavid society can only be explained within the
terms of the poet’s own divéin since there are no independent sources
that describe such institutions.?4 Also, when comparisons are made be-
tween pre-modern and modern poets of habsiyit poetry, one must
remember that beyond the human expression of loneliness and despair
such as are shared by exiles and prisoners universally, classical poets
were working within the parameters of a strictly controlled tradition
of the use of images, metaphors, etc., and had a different agenda in
their poetry. In the case of Mas‘Gd Sa‘d, how far can his statements
abouthis wretched day-to-day life be accepted asan accurate represent-
ation of medieval prisons? Keeping in mind that the poet spent his
forties in prison, and that he was in his late fifties when he was again

24 Trene Schneider’s entry, sidjn, in EI?,and her article, ‘Imprisonment in Pre-
Classical and Classical Islamic Law,” Islamic Law and Society 2 (1995), 15773,
discuss the legal and doctrinal aspects of prisons. What is relevant here is a quota-
tion from the Hanafi jurist al-Sarakhsi (d. 1096), a contemporary of Mas‘td Sa‘d,
‘A prisoner should, therefore, be detained in an uncomfortable place withoutabed
and without any company,” 168. Mas‘(d Sa‘d’s situation appears to share aspects
of exile as well as prison.
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imprisoned,” the negative aspects of prison life may seem like clichéd
tropes. But these were probably harsh realities for a senior poet from
the upper echelons of the society of his time.

Darkness, loneliness, and despair are the most frequent complaints
of the poet. His helplessness in the face of powerful but intangible ene-
mies like fate often makes him feel completely vulnerable, as when he
writes to a patron, Tahir ‘Alf:

Know well that your imprisoned and enchained slave
has become a wingless eagle and clawless lion. (Q171)

The lion and eagle, symbols of royal iconography in their free state,
here suggest a state of emasculation, which he refers to directly in
Q237, where he calls himself a shdir-i mukbannas (emasculated
poet).2 In this 7ubd? he uses an unusual image:

Today I am like a snake in a basket;

the world resounds with my fame.

[Even] if every hair of mine becomes a fetter,
I will not complain about my fate. (R363)

The snake basket alludes to the narrowness of the prison, of which he
also repeatedly complains:

How can I repose in a prison?
It is too cramped to sleep in.

% In Qt29 he commemorates his 52nd birthday; in Qt30, his 56th. In Q100
he mentions being sixty; in Q170 he says he is sixty two. Browne, however, does
not consider the latter to be a prison poem although there is a lengthy hasb-i hil
section in it, 717.

26 Compare Antonio Gramsci’s statement about feeling powerless in prison:
“You are not faced abruptly with an instant’s choice on which to gamble, a choice
in which you have to evaluate the alternatives in a flash and cannot postpone your
decision. Here postponement is continual, and your decision has to be continually
renewed. This is why you can say that something has changed. There is not even
the choice between living fora day asalion, orahundred yearsasasheep. youdon’t
even live as a lion for a minute, far from it; you live like something far lower than
that,” quoted in Ioan Davies, Writers in Prison, 147.
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God! Shall T ever see a place
stretching out before my eyes? (R301)%

Hisback is bent due to the confined space, where the window is merely
an opening to the sky:

Friends, in that narrow prison
day and night I am bent over.
Who in the world ever had a house
with a stone roof and a brick door?!
in which the windows are such that
I see half of every star.
Through this narrow opening I look out
on the heavens like a one-eyed man. (Q292)

There is also some indication that the poet was chained and his move-
ments restricted:

Now in this Maranj with the door closed,
sitting on my chains like a hen on its eggs,

I move around on my hands and knees,

I sleep like a chain upside down or standing . . .
I want a stew but there is no fire—

there is only a pallid face like saffron. (Q237)

There are no luxuries at all to be had in prison, and he longs for even
a piece of bread:

I swear that in this prison
I have nothing but a piece of burlap.
If I find some whey bread
it could rightly be called a sweetmeat. (Q68)

Here he goes into specifics of daily life in prison:

Look how a person lives in prison:

his carpet is of husks and his garb a shawl.

27 Nariyan has ridan (to defecate) here instead of didan which is possibly a
typographical error.
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The wretch who owns nothing but sackcloth
snuggles into it from fear of cold.
I, my slave boy and girl, are satisfied that
every third day we are given a man of sheep’s fat.
Since I have not seen brass or copper utensils
out of necessity I make do with earthenware. (Q171)

The slaves mentioned here probably waited on him but do not count
as company since he complains of not having anyone to interact with,
as when he describes the desolate situation in the prison at Dahak:

This stinking air has killed my temperament,
I lament because of these hapless people.
There is no one intelligent to converse with,
nor people from whom one can hear anything. (Q215)

Prison has no physical comforts to speak of:

My bed is snow and my pillow ice,

dust and ice are above and below me.

Like a crow I perch on a mountain,

within a yard or two is my toilet and kitchen. (R293)

Here he describes a grim exchange between himself and his warden,
albeit in an ironic tone:

If T get food every week, not every day,
my hands are a bowl, my knee a table.
If ever I ask the warden, “What do you have?
He says, ‘Don’t eat anything for it is the month of Ramazin.’
I tell him, Tm ill, get me something to eat and drink.’
He laughs and says, ‘ That is the whole issue.’
Although your abject slave is imprisoned
he cannot survive without food, for he is a living being.
I am unfortunate that with so much wealth and riches
today my entire refrain is about food. (Q35)

In addition, the hands that should have been used for writing are being
used for more mundane but urgent purposes:
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One hand is a flyswatter and the other a scratcher,
at night for mosquitoes, and for flies during the day. (Q20)

As far as his writing is concerned, he claims that he has no writing
instruments:

To write I use the dust as my notebook;
my finger, as a pen, produces forms on it. (Q5)

Even if this is an exaggeration on the part of the poet, he could not have
had a ready supply of writing materials. In the end, what sustains him
is practicing his craftand getting his product to his audience somehow:

My virtues are known to all

although I am hidden from all eyes . . .
I am not deprived of any luxury in prison:
even my bread lieson a pan. ..

Do you know what I suffer

to get poetry and prose to you? (Q201)

Even if these accounts are taken with a grain of salt, they paint a hor-
rendous picture of prison life in the pre-modern period. However,
being the skilful poet he was, these physical descriptions of prison are
but a small part of his habsiyit, the greater consisting of metaphorical
descriptions of the full range of his experiences as a prisoner.”®

28 Gareth D. Williams offers an insightful study of Ovid’s melancholy state in
exileand theancient medical literature on melancholy and depression in 7he Curse
of Exile: A Study of Ovid’s Ibis (Cambridge: Cambridge Philological Society,
1996), 112-33. He writes, ‘Of course, the psychological approach adopted in
what follows is designed to illustrate certain aspects only of an artistically con-
trived condition; the symptoms of melancholy and mania discussed below relate
only to Ovid’s projected persona, and in no sense are they meant to describe the
extra-poetical ‘reality’ of his exilic circumstances—even if that ‘reality’ were deem-
ed to be recoverable from the poetic evidence,” 115. However, whether Mas‘ad
Sa‘d’s condition was similarly contrived is questionable; Williams™ quotation
from the seventeenth-century Robert Burton in The Anatomy of Melancholy ap-
plies equally to the Persian poet’s condition too: ‘[S]uch as have spent their time
jovially, peradventure in all honest recreations, in good company, in some great
family or populous City, and are upon a sudden confined to a desert Country
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D. The Prisoner’s Lament

Zafari’s study on the habsiydt genre is mainly composed of lists of mo-
tifs and images recurring in the works of various poets; these are expres-
sions of despair and hopelessness alternating with optimism and hope,
laments against the vagaries of fate and the onslaught of old age, de-
pression, etc. These lists are useful in studying the poetics of the habsi-
ydr genre and for understanding how Mas‘ad Sa‘d utilizes the topoi
that have been identified with this genre in order to express himself in
effective new ways. In comparison with his corpus of non-habsiyit
poems, Zafari finds the language of the habsiydt poems to be simpler,
devoid of excessive rhetorical devices and outlandish rhymes.?’ In-
deed, this discrepancy in the two bodies of poems often gives the im-
pression that there are two separate styles, even two different poets,
under consideration. In the traditional classification of literary styles
in Persian, Mas‘d Sa‘d’s style is a transitional one from the earlier
Ghaznavid sabk-i Khurdsini to the nascent sabk-i ‘Iriaqi;> especially
with the habsiyit he is straining to escape from the prison of classifica-
tions and make new space for himself in literary history.

The poetics of space are an important ingredient of the habsiyit,

Cottage far off, restricted of their liberty, and barred from their ordinary asso-
ciates: solitariness is very irksome to such, most tedious, and a sudden cause of
great inconvenience,” 116.

2 Habsiyah, 260~1. Zafari sees the simplicity of language mirrored in the hon-
est and truthful subject matter of the habsiyir as well, where there is not much
panegyrical content. Also compare Ioan Davies’ remarks about prison writing in
general, ‘Prison requires that we rethink a// of our experiences and a// of the langu-
age that we are accustomed to use to give meaning to them’ and ‘Every prison
writer writes against the grain of the dominant language that provided the rules
of enclosure,” Writers in Prison, 161, 162.

30 Sirtis Shamisa, Zindani-i Nay (Tehran: Firdaws, 1374/1995), 28, 44-5.
Also, see scattered references in Mahjib, especially 656-9. Also for a survey of the
stylistic aspects of this poet’s work, see Muhammad Riz4 Shafi‘t Kadkant’s chapter
in his monumental study, Suvar-i kbiyal dar shi‘r-i Farsi, 3rd ed. (Tehran: Agﬁh,
1366/1987), 595-612. He dismisses all of Mas‘tid Sa'd’s non-habsiyah poetry as
unworthy of distinction.
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through which Mas‘td Sa‘d attempts to come to terms with the con-
trasting environments of his past and present lives. His description of
the new space he is inhabiting and working in is dramatically differ-
ent from the ‘felicitous space’ of his former life at court and home. He
manipulates his nostalgia for urban life and its pursuits to emphasize
the isolation he finds himself in. The sole connection between the two
worlds is his poetry, a constant reminder of a talent that has not suf-
fered even in adverse circumstances.

These words of the poet addressed to Sigat al-Mulk are indicative
of the poet’s negotiations with the spaces that make up his world:

This condition is obvious to me since
to the intellect the world’s state is not hidden.
No place is empty of an occupant
for the occupant is not separable from his place. (Q300)

Even when he is absent, the poet inhabits the places that were his
haunts, especially those that were the sites for the performance of his
poetry. Here, in a qasida with multiple dedicatees, he provides a mini-
catalogue of the places which made up his public life:

Prayers for me are in every mosque and assembly,
regrets for me are in every party and gathering. (Q140)

Of these places, one, majlis, is specifically connected with the perform-
ance of his poetry while the other, mahzar, bears testimony to his name
even in his absence:

My poetry is remembered in every assembly,
I’m always mentioned in every gathering. (Q148)

Presumably, even in his absence these locales are not devoid of his
traces. In the following, he exaggeratedly expands the sphere of the in-
fluence exerted by his name and poetry to include the entire world:

No place is devoid of mention of me,

be it a city or a desert. (Q36)

The two binary opposites, shahr and biyibin, are made to share the
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common feature of resounding with the name of Mas‘td Sa‘d. At
times, the entire world, usually indifferent to his lonely suffering, be-
comes sympathetic and grieves for him:

Sorrow for my imprisonment
is in every city.

The story of my condition

is in every place. (Q283)

The story of his suffering as contained in his poetry has swept across
the world because he was already a famous poet.

In the first six strophes of his musammat 2, he creates an exquisite
scene of a party in a sylvan setting, and then in the next two strophes
abruptly shifts to a description of his own depressed state of mind. The
effect on the reader is jolting, a reaction the poet must have hoped for
from his audience. The jarring difference between the world that he
inhabited in the past and the space he is occupying in the present is no-
where portrayed more vividly in his work. In the next strophe, he reaf-
firms his relationship with his patron by addressing himself:

Your talent is a sea full of pearls, O Mas‘tid Sa‘d!
Nurture it with the sun of your intellect, O Mas‘ad Sa‘d!
Fashion good poetry like pearls, O Mas‘d Sa‘d!
Go, praise the master fittingly, O Mas‘td Sa‘d!
Concentrate on your thoughts in the whole world, O Mas‘td Sa‘d—
as long as there is a great man like the renowned lord Manstir.

In the entire world, there is nothing more important for the poet than
to be mindful of his own poetic genius.

When it comes to the places of his incarceration, the poet becomes
the victim of mental oppression broughtabout by the narrow and dark
cells of the remote and forbidding fortresses. He personifies these pla-
ces as some fiendish enemy or cruel tyrant who hasitin for him. In one
of his best-known poems, a panegyric to Muhammad ‘Alj, son of ‘Al
Khiss, Mas‘td plays on the name of the fortress where he is impri-
soned:

I am like the tuneless pipe because of this wretched Nay;
no one saw any happiness from this wretched Nay. (Q8)
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Punning on the word 74y which is both pipe and the name of the for-
tress, he finds that here his muse has dried up and rendered him out
of tune with respect to poetry. In Q279, without a mamdiih, he again
plays on the name of the fortress and attempts to reconcile himself to
his incarceration:

I lament from my heart like a flute, in the fortress of Nay;
this lofty place has sunk my spirits.
The air of Nay makes me weep bitterly
but what else can the melody of the flute do?
Heaven would have killed me in my sorrow and pain,
if poetry had not become the saviour of my life.
No, no! Nay has elevated my position;
the world knows that Nay is the mother of the kingdom.?!
Like a king my head is raised above the heavens.
I reach out to Venus and rest my foot on the moon.
Now I shed precious pearls from my eyes,
now I saunter in a delightful garden.
Poetry is on my palate like a fine wine,
words are in my hand like bewitching tresses.

The poet’s location allows him to contrast his depressed state with the
loftiness of the fortress, but also makes him feel closer to the heavens
than to earth. Poetry is a consolation for him here; its imaginative
power allows him to saunter in an imaginary garden. Mas‘td Sa‘d’s
relationship with Nay is almost obsessive, and in a series of rubd is (45,
149, 341, 346, 389, 396, 403, 408, 410), it becomes a substitute for
his real oppressors whom he could not openly blame for his condition.
In an ironical mode in this 7#647% rarely to be found in his gasidas,
Mas‘td Sa‘d addresses the fortress of Nay and gives it a benediction
that is unusual for a desolate ruin:

O fortress of Nay, you are the mother of the kingdom,

they know that you are the mine of the kingdom’s gem,

today you are the sheath for the dagger of the kingdom,

may you thrive since you are at the gates of the kingdom. (R403)

31 Nay was the most important Ghaznavid prison, and housed royal prisoners,
Shamis, Zindani-i Nay, 366.
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Of course, Nay is only honoured in this way because it has the privilege
of holding him. In R396, he even claims that by being in Nay he can
outlament the reed pipe. Anticipating Jalal al-Din Ramf{’s mystical
representation of the reed pipe as the symbol for separation, in Q134
he refers again to its wail, in a poem with the 7asib appropriately deal-
ing with the separation motif:

Without you, my eye does not desire riches,
without you, my hand does not take the goblet.
The reed’s wail and the plectrum’s song
become hardm for me in your absence.
Distance from your assembly will make rusty
the shining dagger of my mind.
Separation from you will make
my dagger-sharp mind rust.

Falak (heaven) and nazm (poetry) are his companions: the former is
the cause of his misery; the latter is his consoler. Then, in describing
poetry like a goblet on his lips and the physical writing of his poems
as a beloved’s tresses, he invokes a courtly setting from which he is ab-
sent. He explicitly speaks of separation in physical terms: déiri-i bazm-
i 11} (distance from your gathering) and dar firdq u havi-yi majlis-i ti
(in separation and longing for your assembly). In the nasib of this
qasida, where his beloved describes the hardships of his imminent
journey to deter him from leaving, prison has made its way into the
catalogue of places:

At times, you will tarry in prisons,
at times, you will fly over plains.

His time in prison is part of the requisite journey that a lover must
undertake which will eventually take him to his beloved, in this case,
his patron Rashid. In the prison of Maranj, he is also able to pun on
the name of the fortress, as in this elegiac 7264 %, where he expresses his
grief privately:

In the prison of Maranj with these chains,
Salih, how can I be alone without you?
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Sometimes I cry lapfuls of blood over your death,
sometimes I tear my clothes to shreds in pain. (R12)

Alternately, he is telling himself, dar habs ma-ranj (Do not grieve in
this prison), doubly linking his grief with the place he is inhabiting.

We have seen that the high location of the fortresses he was impri-
soned in made the poet acutely aware of the liminality of his position
by being closer to the heavens. The sky, which in its personification as
fate is responsible for his miseries, in an absurd way also represents the
freedom that he is deprived of. Here, he creates a conceit using the sky:

The affairs of the world are limited to
the prison and fetters of this weak body!
Even in chains and prison I am not secure
until they have ten watchmen around me.
All ten are seated at the door and on the roof of my cell,
saying to each other incessantly,
‘Rise and see lest by magic
he fly off into the sky through a crack in the window.
Be watchful for he is a trickster
and will make a bridge from sunlight and a ladder from the wind’ . . .
My warden says, ‘If you go on the roof,
straw will fall into your eye from the milky way.”?? (Q237)

In this elaborate fantasy of escape, the sky could be his helper but in
reality is not. The poet is not blind to the physical beauties of the night
sky as in this striking nasib:

Last night my two eyes were
fixed on the verdant dome.
The sky had the colour of ink,
the air had the colour of rust.
It was a tent studded with rare pearls,
a curtain full of shining gems.
I saw a mirror the colour of a sack,
very lofty and fittingly wide.
I also kept seeing various shapes
that took form from the stars. (Q1)

32 The word for straw, ki, is part of the compound kahkashin (milky way).



92 | Persian Poetry at the Indian Frontier

Shamisi believes that the sobriquet sh4 r-i shab (night poet), which is
usually applied to Manuchihri because of the stunning descriptions of
the night in his nasibs, can be more aptly applied to Mas‘(id Sa‘d.>* The
wide expanse of the sky contrasts with the narrowness of the poet’s pri-
son; deprived of other natural beauty such as gardens and streams, his
gaze turns upwards. He is not an amateur in these matters; the poet’s
impressive knowledge of the constellations can perhaps be explained
in his own words:

If it hadn’t been for the old man Bahrimi
what would my condition have been in this prison!
At times he describes to me the movement of the constellations,
at times the secrets of the royal firmament.
From him I learned the astronomical science,
geometry and the forms of the earth and space.
I've become such that I can confidently calculate
the movement of the sky for every moment. (Q215)

It is likely that the existence of Bahrdmi is not merely a poetic fabri-
cation: Mas‘(id Sa‘d appears well-versed in the basic elements of astro-
nomy. In one of his particularly innovative poems, Q214, he provides
a catalogue, a device he is quite fond of, of the constellations with a
short description of the injustice each one has heaped upon him. It
begins:

These twelve constellations have so afflicted me
that I have experienced a different blow from each one.

In Q122, in numerous lines he uses the word akhzar in multiple ways.
Ifit is the stars that control his destiny, then sometimes it is the synec-
dochal heaven or fate (falak, riizgir, charkh, gardin, bakhr) that, as a
personfied entity, is actively malignant towards him. In Q292, he de-
velops a personal relationship with it:

33 Zindani-i N4y, ibid., 35-42. According to this critic, Mantchihri’s descrip-
tion of the night and his knowledge of the constellations is superficial, while
Mas‘td Sa‘d displays both a complex relationship with the night, with which he
had a deeper acquaintance, and personal experience with astronomy.
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Every moment, a mother gives birth

to my [new] affliction, the daughter of fate . . .
If my body is a shield against misfortune’s arrow
then its tongue is like a dagger.

The world does not have a better son than I;

why am I hidden like a bad daughter?

Here, he is also suggesting that the pact of a filial bond has been viol-
ated: he has been a good son but has not been recognized for it. Fate’s
blows to him are not only metaphorical but also physical; in a series
of rubd’is, he mentions fate’s cowardly and cruel modus operandi
(118, 134, 144, 153, 230), frequently using a form of the verb zadan
(‘to strike’) as the refrain.

This short qasida, quoted in full, addresses the full range of con-
cerns that are pressing upon the poet in prison, from the demise of his
poetic talent to his anguished mental state:

It seems that wondrously my poetry has become
a seed that I strew on the ground.
It keeps growing and sprouts branches
and I don’t pick [even] a grain from it.
I fear the annihilation of my poetry
since my poetry is nearing its end.
My ambition is like the sun although
my body is insubstantial like a shadow.
My skin weighs heavily upon my body,
how can I hold up my garments?
Fate placed me on a fire;
how long can I be patient? I am not a brahman.
Every moment with my hand of patience
I bring down the [proud] neck of my desires.
At times in an assembly I am such
that I forget myself.
Other times, alone, I grow weary of myself
as if I were in the midst of an assembly.
My heart has become like a fire-temple,
fearing it I don’t breathe even for a moment,
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until from the heat of my dragonlike heart
my mouth fills with fire.
I do not bow my head to the lowly
for I am the servant of the bountiful creator.
I don’t want favours from anyone
since I am a magnanimous person.
If my eyesight wants light from the sun
I will gouge my eyes out.
O evil-wisher of mine!
You rejoice because I am being tested.
Although you are powerful, you are not yourself;
although I am powetless, I am not I. (Q205)

The primary concern in this poem is with the drying up of his talent,
expressed skilfully through the employment of a plant metaphor.
Moving to the hasb-i hil, Ma‘std Sa‘d exploits all the possibilities pro-
vided by light and fire imagery. Either referring to the practice of yogis
walking on hot coals or of Hindus cremating widows with their hus-
bands’ bodies, he attributes the quality of sabr (patience) to abrahman,
which he is not, although in the very nextline he says that he possesses
the same quality. Perhaps he is implying here that he is being treated
in a way that no Muslim should be. Continuing with the fire imagery,
he likens his heart to both a fire-temple and a dragon, from whose clut-
ches he emerges as a cool cypress in a garden. Instead of supplicating
his patron at the end of the poem, he pontificates on their reversal of
roles, mocking fate. The lack of a patron’s name, and the poet’s asser-
tion of being independent, emphasize his loneliness and mark a nadir
in his perpetual state of despair. Although elaborately crafted, this
poem hasa ring of sincere simplicity to it that is the mark of poems that
have no addressees.

Among the sources for the metaphors utilized by Persian poets in
classical Persian are Persian folklore and Islamic legend. In this still
nascent period of this literature’s history, the legendary characters that
poets chose to compare themselves with appear novel and fresh. In his
incarceration, Mas‘tid Sa‘d compares himself to certain well-known
characters who also underwent the same experience. The Shdhnimah
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was the primary text for the poet to drew upon, and he picks Bizhan,
who had been trapped in a pit by King Afrasiyab:

Like Bizhan I am suffering in the throes of calamity,

the world is dark to me like Bizhan’s pit. (Q238)

If he is like Bizhan, then the dedicatees of the qasida, Prince Mahmad
and Sultan Ibrihim, stand in for the Turanian king Afrslyab since
they are responsible for his situation (although he does not mention
this fact). He again invokes Bizhan when he addresses Lahore:

There is no message from me and you don’t say in good faith
“Trapped like Bizhan in a fortress, how are you?” (QQ280)

By comparing himself to one of the tragic heroes of the Persian epic,
the poet exaggerates and glorifies the degree of his plight. His isolation
and harsh surroundings bring to his mind the tribulations of the
quintessential lover and tragic hero of Persian legend, Farhad:

Without uttering Shirin’s name
I am cast on a mountain like Farhad. (Q60)

But Mas‘td Sa‘d’s suffering is meaningless because there is no Shirin
to inspire him. He even believes that his story can rival that of another
pair of lovers from the romance, Vamiq u ‘Azrd, versified by ‘Unsuri
a few decades earlier under Sultan Mahmd:

Know my state of affairs and my story for they are
much more amazing than that of Vimiq and ‘Azra. (Q26)

Here he compares himself to Alexander and Khizr, alluding to the Isla-
mic version of the story of the two searching for the water of immort-

ality in the darkness:

Like Khizr and Alexander, I am
constantly making my way to every land. (Qt37)

He does not say whether he is going to succeed like Khizr or fail like
Alexander. As a verbal craftsman and artist, he invokes two mythical
figures to model himself upon. In Q140 (131 lines, the longest in his
divin, with multiple dedications):
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Like Azar the sculptor and Mani the painter
I experience blight and suffering in prison.
Since they worship my words
like Mani’s pictures and Azar’s idols,
the world has no better virtuous son—

then why do they hide me like a bad daughter?

With Azar and Mani, the greatest artists, the poet is in the very best
company, as when he invokes the spirits of his great predecessors in
Persian and Arabic poetry:

I am he than whom in Arabia and Persia
there is no one more smooth-tongued.
If there is a difficulty in poetry or prose
the world asks for me as an interpretor.
In both these languages, in both arenas
my victory has reached the heavens.
The spirits of Riidaki and [Ab Nuw4s] ibn Hani
prostate themselves before my intellect . . .
One day I will emerge from prison and chains
like a pearl from the sea or gold from a mine. (Qt139)

Radaki, the father of Persian poetry, and Abtt Nuwas, the Abbasid
Arabic poet, have recognized his talent, as will the world someday.
Ultimately, he becomes one with the object of his profession and with
salvation; in a qasida of 38 lines whose radif is—d# qalam he compares
himself to a pen:

In this prison, my nature
is a pale body like a bamboo pen.
Today I am wounded and crying,
lamenting bitterly like a pen.
The jewelbox of pearls of my conscience was opened
by the probing point of my pearl-strewing pen.
If the fear of the pen has made me abject
it also brings me security, the pen. (Q199)%

3 In Q137, discussed in chapter five, he compares his pen to Jesus.
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Returning to the reed that laments its separation from its homeland,
Mas‘td Sa‘d has become his pen and fulfils the dual function of lam-
enting for a lost homeland and writing poetry to console himself. This
isan impressive testament to the power of the pen, an object that tran-
scends its physical similarities with the poet’s life and merges into his
very being. It is by concentrating on the positive aspects of prison, i.e.,
the opportunities it affords for writing, that he is able to sustain him-

self:

The more trouble fate gives me

the more civility I display towards it. (Q165)

The word farhang connotes more than civility: it also implies culture
and learning, qualities that are all absent in his uncouth surroundings.
Their absence, though, is in direct proportion with the increase of his

skills:

Why should I be ungrateful to this fortress?
Since [in it] my learning and prowess have increased. (Q167)

There isalso a connection between the ebbing of his bodily powers and
the increase of his poetic capabilities:

Although my body is debilitated by continual suffering,
my perfect poetry comes out more powerful. (Q170)

Suffering has helped him develop as a poet:

As my position decreases, learning increases,
as my affairs are blocked, poetry is released. (Q82)

and again:

From the fire in my heart

and the tears in my eyes,

it is no surprise

that my learning and ingenuity increase. (Q10)

There are times when even the thought of his poetry traversing the
world is not enough to fortify him and he begins to doubt his own
sanity:
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What if assemblies are devoid of me?
The world is full of my works.
What if I cannot leave my chains?
My poems travel the world . . .
Virtue is not a fault in anyone;
it is the inverted dome of heaven that aggrieves me . . .
Am I an absolute madman? I don’t know—
no one says that [ have my wits about me. (Q188)

Atsuch times, poetry, his solace and sole companion, becomes an ana-
thema and he swears he is done with it:

I have done with poetry
so no one can say that I spout nonsense.

I repent of being a poet because

poetry is unpleasant to me in both worlds.
This world was a torture for me—

Woe! The terror of that dreadful judgement day! Woe! (Q277)

Mas‘tid Sa‘d relinquishes his claim to be a panegyric poet and, in a
mystical turn of mind, prepares for the next world. He makes this
point even more poignantly in this line from a poem about writing

panegyric poetry:

Poetry is the essence of life and why should I reduce my life?
Don’t think that like the moth I am my own enemy. (Q200)

He scorns the moth that burns itself in the flame of the candle out of
love.

The poet has a partiality for winged creatures, specifically birds, not
the least because he is much like a caged one.?> He tells Siqat al-Mulk
that at one time he was a singing bird in his garden:

Like a nightingale, I sang your praises
until fate put me in a nest. (Q237)

He euphemistically refers to his prison as a nest. The assembly of the
patron is the garden where he belongs, and reciting poetry his occu-
pation, as he says to Sultan Ibrahim:

35 His dark cell also makes him liken himself to a bat (khaffash) (Q251).
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I am in the garden of panegyric of your qualities,

I sing like a dove in the garden. (Q246)

The fetters that restrain him in his prison ironically become a necklace
of friendship in this poem:

Although I am far from your exalted assembly,
because of this unruly fate,
I sing your praises with
the necklace of friendship around my neck. (Q242)

There isan ironic allusion to his chains in prison as well as to the dove’s
necklace which binds it forever with the beloved.?® Recalling the well-
known rhyme of Riidaki in this poem,?” the poet reiterates:

Praise for you, like the ring of a dove, is around my neck,
each hour I continually coo like a dove. (Q297)

He finds things in common with other birds too:

What wonder if I weep bitterly like the dove?
What surprise if like the partridge the mountain is my
dwelling? (Q244)

and again:

Out of fear of you I am like a ringed dove and from praise
I am like a dove whose breath is all melody and song. (Q25)

But it is to the royal falcon and the parrot that he feels closest out of
all the birds that he mentions:

I am a skilful falcon not a pigeon of love,
I am a poetic parrot not a melodious nightingale. (Q204)

The parrot is associated with poets in India and is a particularly appro-
priate epithet for Mas‘tid Sa‘d. But here he even feels the burden of
being a falcon:

3 Annemarie Schimmel, A Two-Coloured Brocade: The Imagery of Persian Poe-
try (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1992), 185.
37 Manfchihri also has a qasida with this refrain -ad kunad hami, no. 70.
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With both feet chained and both eyes sealed
how long can I be patient—I am not a falcon. (Q195)

Even the glory and respect that are bestowed upon a falcon are not suf-
ficient, as he ironically reminds the sultan who did not allow him to
leave Khurasan:

Although the falcon is chained for the sake of honour,
since the word is ‘chained’ the falcon does not desire honour. (Q155)

The poet is playing on the multiple meanings of the word b4z, which
means ‘open’ and ‘free’ as well as ‘falcon.’

In the following nasib he utilizes the familiar figure of the raven
(ghurab) in a dizzying array of metaphors and roles:

When that raven informed me of the departure of my friend
the world became pitch black like a raven.
Like the raven hearing the sound of bow and arrow,
I jumped up suddenly from my place of slumber.
My voice crying was like the raven’s in my throat,
my questions could not be distinguished from my replies.
Blood has made my eyes like the raven’s, and my heart
in agitation became a hanging raven.
I was frightened like a raven because
like it I made my dwelling in this ruined place.
If my day is black like the raven then why
like the raven am I not hurrying away?
In the morning when I lamented over parting like the raven,
I learnt from my heavy chains how to move like the raven.
When its voice reaches me from the cypress’ branches,
the world looks black like its wing, as seen through my tears.

I say, “Why do you cry out? You are not like me in chains.
Go on, fly off and find the beloved.” (Q20)

The appearance of the raven, a frequent figure in classical poetry, alerts
the reader to a setting where lovers must soon separate. In a melancholy
tone, the poet portrays a by now hackneyed scene in the qasida, but by
using the raven’s attributes in multiple ways he infuses the poem with
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a novel quality. In Q302, perhaps addressed to ‘Ali Khass,*® the poet
opens with an address to the nightingale:

Sing, melodious nightingale,

may you not run out of tunes.
[Other] birds have two or three standard songs,
you are always singing new ditties.

If love has made you sing like me

may you not find escape from suffering and sorrow!
I have seen many birds fine to behold,
but they can only spout nonsense.

All show wheat but sell barley,*

you sell wheat but show millet . . .
Birds sleep at night but you don’t sleep;
are you imprisoned in the fortress of Nay like me?

Ostensibly addressing the bird and likening it to himself, the poet
begins to boast of his own virtues. He expresses the concern that the
ever-singing bulbul may be silenced by its indigent conditions, and
describes the pain and suffering it goes through in separation from its
beloved. This poem is a dismissal of all the neophyte poets of his time
and an assertion of his own superiority; his claim to be innovative dis-
tinguishes him from the other poets who are mere charlatans. In the
next chapter, the centrality of this concept in his set of poetics is dis-
cussed in detail. After personifying separation (f2rdq) and asking it to
be his messenger, he explicitly declares to his patron:

All these poets who come to you
are yokels when it comes to knowledge.
This sort always comes to you
to beg and steal.
Doesn’t your heart think of me,
don’t you ask some days, where is he?
A poet’s talent is a burning lamp;
it will flare up when you add oil to it,

8 Tawflq Subhini, Guzidah-yi ash'ar-i Mas%d-i Sa‘d-i Salmin (Tehran:
Nashr-i Qatrah, 1374/1995), 141.

% A fixed Persian expression for false pretense and deceitfulness.
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when the oil is low it will become dim;
it is oil that bestows brightness.

In this vilification of the entire breed of new poets, Mas‘tid Sa‘d is at-
tempting to preserve his position at court. His analogy of the lamp that
needs oil regularly is a bold complaint regarding the negligence he feels
he has suffered at the hands of his patron, but at the same time, a testa-
ment to the interdependent nature of the poet-patron relationship.

E. Masid Sa'd’s Use of his Name

Self-portraits are written after the writer has already fallen into
aformlessand disoriented space, created by aloss of certainty . . . A
mimesis without illusions and a chancy attempt to return home,
self-portrayal is an odyssey towards a submerged Ithaca.’

Although narrating the story of his suffering is the underlying goal
of the habsiyit poetry, Mas‘td Sa‘d strikes a pose of being beaten into
silence by his sufferings:

Henceforth I won’t describe my state and suffering,
for the mustang has been tamed by pain, sorrow and grief. (Q179)

By no means desisting from this practice, he finds subtler means to in-
sert himself into the memory of his audience. Rather than effacing his
personality, the poet’s often makes his own persona as much the focus
of a poem as is its dedicatee, especially by the use of his name (zak-
hallus). Meisami writes that in the ghazal, ‘[t]he ultimate function of
the takhallus (as might be guessed from its derivation) may be seen as
analogous to its role in the gasidalr. it places the poet (rather than the
patron) at the pinnacle of praise.”*! Although most discussions of this

40 Michel Beaujour, Poetics of the Literary Self-Portrait, tr. Yara Milos (New
York: New York University, 1991), 335.

41 Medieval Persian Court Poetry, 262. She adds that this phenomenon ‘has
been linked to an increased concern with problems of authorship (and of indi-
vidual creativity) seen also in the poet’s self-naming in romance . . . and gasida,’
263. The two detailed studies of the takhallus are: Sayyid ‘Abdullah’s essay,
“Takhallus ki rasm aur us ki tarikh’ in Mabahis (Lahore: Majlis-i Taraqqi-i Adab,
1965), 169-99 (Thearticle is in Urdu butsurveys the history of the zakhallus from
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topic concern the ghazal form, in Mas‘(d Sa‘d’s case it is the qasida
in which the #akhallus has this function. All too often he ends up sub-
verting and even erasing the personality of the patron from the poem.
The use of his name is found in about ten percent of his poetry, and
chiefly in the habsiyit, irrespective of the poetic form he utilized. This
practice, albeit seen on a limited scale in his pre-babsiyit work, sug-
gests that it may already have been a common one, but in the habsiyir
it becomes a paramount device the poet uses to ensure the currency of
his name and guard himself against oblivion. Sayyid ‘Abdullah has
written that a poet’s takhallus is supposed to encapsulate his person-
ality,?and in Mas‘d Sa‘d’s case his own name is his takhallus because
he is fighting to keep his memory alive with his audience.

From poems of Rtidaki in the Samanid period, and a poem of Far-
rukhi, who was active half a century before Mas‘id Sa‘d, it can be sur-
mised that the akhallus must have been a frequent practice amongst
poets. San&’i, the younger contemporary of Mas‘tid Sa‘d, also regularly
used his name in his ghazals, ‘to gain fame and win a spot at the court
of the patrons for whose soirées his songs were composed.’®> The use
of the takhallus may have begun with the inclusion of the patron’s
name in the gurizgdh part of the qasida. Around this time it was not
uncommon for poets to include both their patron’s name and their
own.* Since one of Mas‘td Sa‘d’s patrons was also his namesake, he
may have become aware of the multiple possibilities for using his zazk-
hallus. Whether it was a convention that Mas‘(id Sa“d inherited or one
that he made popular himself, it suited the poet’s designs to use such

the beginnings of Persian poetry to twentieth-century Urdu poetry); and for its
later history in the Persian ghazal, Paul Losensky’s ‘Linguistic and Rhetorical As-
pects of the Signature Verse (7akhallus) in the Persian Ghazal, Edebiyar 8 (1998),
239-71.

42 Mabaihis, ibid., 171.

4 Frank Lewis, Reading, Writing and Recitation, 98. It is not known how far
Mas‘tid Sa‘d influenced Sana’f in the use of the takhallus. Of course, the former
is not a primarily a ghazal poet, for whom the rakhallus becomes a formal require-
ment.

4 Julie Meisami, Persona and Generic Conventions in Medieval Persian
Lyric,” Comparative Criticism 12 (1990), 129.
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a device as would particularize his poems and make his name a substi-
tute for his own physical presence.

A central concern of the poet during his incarceration is his own
identity, as in this poem without a dedication:

Who am I? What do I have? How much? Who am I? What am I?

Every moment fate sends me some tribulation. (Q283)

Michel Beaujour has discussed the motivation behind this question-
ing of the self by the author in a literary self-portrait:

The self-portrait goes beyond this anxiety and such beliefs, no matter how
confused they may be, for self-portrayal is bound to corrode and leave be-
hind “Who am I?’ the earnest, rather lumpish, and subordinate question
of a slave desperately yearning for emancipation, searching for roots, and
attempting to turn his former abasement into dignity: it is the question of

someone querulously soliciting power.?

While seeking his lost identity, there are moments when he resignedly
accepts the status quo, as in the opening lines of two poems:

I, Mas‘td Sa‘d Salman, am

hostage to your generosity. (Q202)

Although he is being subservient, his own name takes primacy over
that of the patron’s, and by beginning the poem in this way he does not
have to make the audience wait for clues as to its authorship. Here
again he says:

I, Mas‘tid Sa‘d Salman, am
remorseful of what I have said. (Q203)

Similarly, in two rubd s, 198 and 199, he begins with Mas%d kib hast
Sa‘d-i Salman pidarash (Mas‘Gd whose father is Sa‘d son of Salmén),
asserting his identity as the scion of two personages who, like him, were
faithful servants of the Ghaznavid house.

The instances in which the poet separates himself from his poetic
persona and addresses himself as another usually involve the giving of

4 Poetics of the Literary Self-Portrait, 337.

Practicing Poetry in Prison | 105

advice. In this line, the last of a qasida, the poet in the persona of a wise
man addresses an epigram to Mas‘(d Sa‘d the victim:

Mas‘td Sa‘d, fate is merit’s enemy;
show no mercy to this crazed fate. (Q279)

He again uses a hortatory tone as if to console the wretched prisoner:

Don’t despair of fate, Mas‘tid,
[even] if it harrasses you mightily. (Q63)

In Q275, discussed above, the poet ends a poem that is entirely a de-
tailed description of his physical and mental state with the line:

Mas‘td Sa‘d, you utter so much nonsense—
what is the use of it?

Coming at the end of a detailed and poignant description of his own
life, this self-address is allowed by the separation of the two personas
enacted by the use of the zakhallus. Elsewhere, in a more sanguine tone
he advises himself to be wise and spurn the world:

If you are the wise Mas‘(d Sa‘d
don’t consider this world worth a fig. (Q291)

Unlike later poets, he rarely engages in punning upon the meaning of
his name; the following is one of the rare instances:

I came into being from nothingness due to your generosity;

in your fortune I reached my goal.

I wasn’t happy, I became happy because of you,

I was so imprisoned [by you] that I became envied [for it]! (R224)

The third line can also be read as: ‘I was not Mas‘tid, I became Mas‘td
because of you.” The creation of his prisoner persona is his patron’s
work. By having his patrons talk about him in his absence, he manages
to insert his name in a qasida in a novel way. In this unusual poem, he
puts these words into Siqat al-Mulk’s mouth:

Indeed, in his heart, like other good slaves
Mas‘tid Sa‘d served me for many years . . .

who then addresses the heavens on the poet’s behalf:
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Mas‘td Sa‘d has been my slave for thirty years,
know this much, you [fate] too are my slave. (Q237)

His entire purpose behind using his name is summed up in lines which

he addresses to ‘Alf Khiss:

Listen to the tale of a lowly person’s state of affairs,

weigh him with your mind for the intellect is justice’s balance . . .
My suffering was all from hope and eulogy/Mahmid—
may both be cruelly killed in the arena.

Otherwise no one will know

whether Mas‘(id Sa‘d Salman lives or not. (Q215)

Using a pun in the second line, he equally attributes his suffering to his
poetry as to his first patron, Prince Mahmd. Ultimately, he is ins-
cribing his identity on his poems so that they are inseparable in the
mind of his audience. For a poet in prison ‘who seeks to preserve him-
selfand others from the obscurity to which the law and the condescen-
sion of Letters has sentenced him or her and to overcome the many
damnations to which he or she is subject,® to assert his individuality
and stamp his work with his name becomes a necessary act.

46 Davies, Writers in Prison, 9.

.,ﬁ:)«

Chapter Four

‘New’ Genres and Poetic
> Forms

The story of Alexander has become an old legend,
recite something novel, for the new has its own charm.

—Farrukht, writing about the conquest of Somnath'

A. Shahrashtb: A Catalogue of Youths

In Mas‘ad Sa‘d’s divéin is found the first extant poem written in the
genre that later came to be called shahrishiib (disturber of the city).
This work does not precisely conform to the definition of this poetic
genre as it developed and was practiced in later periods, but rather, re-
presents a nascent form of what was to become an established genre
of classical Persian poetry. Mas‘d Sa‘d’s shahrishiib is a catalogue
composed of short poems in the ¢iz'zh form, whose primary theme is
punning on the physical or professional attributes of a wide variety of
boys, such as a butcher boy, a Christian boy, a curly-haired boy, etc.,
without any other structurally unifying device to hold the poems to-
gether. In fact, the gir'ahs are of variable length and in different metres
and there is nothing to suggest that they were even conceived as a col-
lective poetic work. There has been much scholarly debate about the
exactdefinition of this poetic genre, butat the same time there hasbeen

! Divan, 66.
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no satisfactory treatment of the subject. It is generally agreed that it
originated as a form of satire written on the negative aspects of a city.?
A more specific form of this genre, shahrangiz, i.e., a catalogue of dif-
ferent boys occupied in various professions, also came to be called
shahrishiib since both words mean the same thing. Therefore, whereas
in the related Persianate traditions of Ottoman Turkish the word for
the catalogue of boys is sehrengiz, and in Urdu the word for a satire on
the decline of a city is shahrdshob, in classical Persian literature the
latter word came to be used for both sorts of poems, and was replaced
by even more exaggerated terms like falakishiib, jahinishib, etc., in
the post-Timurid period. In short, much of the problem associated
with the history of this genre is related to its nomenclature in dif-
ferent literary traditions. Mas‘d Sa‘d’s poem is of the ‘catalogue of
boys’ variety and is not called by any specific name by him or any near-
contemporary literary historian or poet.?

One of the earliest studies on this genre was by Sayyid ‘Abdullah,
whose work attempts to arrive at an understanding of the Persian ori-
gins of the Urdu genre of this name. He suggests that Mas‘ad Sa‘d may
have been influenced by Indian genres (Hindi asariz) but does not of-
fer any more details.* Although Mas‘Gd Sa‘d’s location at the meeting-
point of two cultures naturally gives rise to such an assumption, and

2 E.J.W. Gibb wrote that this form of poetry was the invention of the Ottoman
poet Mesiht who wrote a shahrangiz on the youths of Edirne in 1510 cg; Gibb
claims that ‘both subject and treatmentare his own conception, he had no Persian
model, for there is no similar poem in Persian literature,” A History of Ottoman
Poetry, ed. E.G. Browne (London: Luzac, 1965), 2: 232. However, this genre has
a long history in Persian literature and goes back at least to Mas‘tid Sa‘d.

3 For a summary of this vast topic, see Siris Shamisi’s Anvi i adabi, 228-30.
Ahmad Gulchin Ma‘4nf’s introduction to the chronologically arranged anthology
of shahrishiibs is a general discussion of both kinds of poems in this genre, Shahri-
shitb dar shi‘r-i Firsi (Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1346/1967). Muhammad Ja‘far Mah-
jib’s essay appended to his canonical Sabk-i Khurdsini also explores the problems
related to this genre, 677-99.

4 Mabihis, 277. Gulchin Ma‘ant disagrees with Abdullah that this genre is of
Indian origin, Shahrashiib, 1-2. Mahjib’s views are generally in accord with Ab-
dulldh because he sees the preponderance of such works in the Safavid-Mughal
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there are other unique poetic genres in his oeuvre to support this claim,
no evidence exists that such a form existed either in Indian vernacular
literatures or in classical Sanskrit. Sanskrit (and other Indic) poets
commonly depicted aspects of the city and urban life in their poetry
(which the shabrishiib poems did eventually) but these have an en-
tirely different aesthetic and generic function within the tradition they
occur in.’ Given the precedents for stray poems of the shahrashiib kind
by Persian poets of the Samanid period, there does not seem to be any
basis for a ‘foreign’ origin for this genre. It is more likely that Mas‘td
Sa‘d’s poem was not originally a single work but a collection of verses
on shahrishiib themes that were collected together and presented as
adiscrete work by compilers of the poet’s d7vin in the Safavid or Qajar
periods.®

Mas‘td Sa‘d’s shahrishiib consists of ninety-six girahs of lengths
ranging from two to nine bayzs. Since there is no dedication to a patron
in any of the poems, the cycle of poems cannot be dated. The boys des-
cribed in Mas‘(d Sa‘d’s work are not exclusively of the professional
class, as they are in later poems, but also include other categories of
boys, i.e., those of a particular group: non-Muslim boys or boys with

periods and the genre’s continuation in Urdu poetry, Sabk-i Khurdsini, 685-6.
However, the Urdu tradition of shahrishob is not the same as the one under dis-
cussion but its mirror opposite; the Ottoman Turkish tradition of this genre is
more faithful to the Persian. For the Ottoman Turkish sehrengiz, see J. Stewart-
Robinson’s ‘A Neglected Ottoman Poem: The Sehrenglz,” in Sudlies in Near East-
ern Culture and History: In Memory of Ernest T. Abdel-Massib, ed. James A.
Bellamy (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, Center for Near Eastern and North
African Studies, 1990), 201-11. For the Urdu genre, also see Carla R. Petievich’s
‘Poetry of the Declining Mughals: The Shahr Ashob’ in Journal of South Asian
Literature 15 (1990), 99-110.

5 For a brief but insightful introduction to this topic, see A.K. Ramanujan’s
“Toward an Anthology of City Images’, in Urban India: Society, Space and Image
(Chapel Hill: Duke University, 1971), 224—44.

6 Even the Timurid poet Mir ‘Al Shir Nav4’i, unaware of the origins of the
genre, in his Majalis al-nafi’is, put forward the view that the Timurid poet Sayfi
of Bukhara was the originator of this genre, quoted in Gulchin Ma‘anti, Shabhrishiib,
226; Rypka, History, 508.
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a certain physical attribute.” This wide range of types can becomes res-
tricted to professionals when the genre became more strictly defined
in the Timurid age and later. Gibb appropriately describes the con-
tents of the Ottoman versions of these poems, which are exactly appli-
cable to the Persian:

(I]t is very rare indeed that they contain anything in any way personal or
individual . . . Though humourous, these verses are always compliment-
ary in tone; the boys are always spoken of in flattering terms. The humour
again is never coarse; it consists chiefly in the whimsical association of
ideas, the starting-point for which . . . is usually the name or calling of the

lad.. .8

By the time that Mas‘(id Sa‘d was writing, there was already a tradition
of such verses on craftsmen. Among the earliest Persian poets, Rdaki
has a poem on a merchant, Kisd't Marvazi has one about a launderer
and one about a poet/artist, and Labibi authored one about a pista-
chio-seller.” Mahsati, whose dates are uncertain but who was perhaps
a contemporary of our poet, became notorious among the literati
for the salacious nature of her verses in this genre. This evidence, albeit
meager, suggests that even courtly poets indulged in penning light
verses of this kind which were perhaps not considered grand enough

7 For the subject of love of boys in Persian(ate) poetry, see C.M. Naim, “The
Theme of Homosexual (Pederastic) Love in Pre-Modern Urdu Poetry,” in Studies
in the Urdu Gazal and Prose Fiction, ed. Muhammad Umar Memon (Madison:
South Asian Studies, University of Wisconsin, 1979), 120-42; Meisami, Medi-
eval Persian Court Poetry, 245-52.

8 History of Ottoman Poetry, 2: 235.

9 Fritz Meier, Die schine Mahsati: ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des persischen Vier-
zeilers (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1963), 94—5. C.E. Bosworth mentions an Aba
Hanifa Panjdihi, perhaps identical with a poet mentioned by Bayhaqt, who wrote
a verse in Arabic on a handsome shoemaker, The Later Ghaznavids, 174. Ahmad
Gulchin Ma‘4ni mentions him and a couple of other poets writing in Arabic,
Shahrishiib, 7. Browne notices similarities between certain verses of Mahsati and
the later Arabic poet Ibn al-Farid, A Literary History of Persia, 2: 503. Apart from
these stray verses in Arabic, there are no precedents for this genre in Arabic lite-
rature.

‘New’ Genres and Poetic Forms[ 111

to be included in their divéns, except in the case of Mas‘td Sa‘d, who,
in fact, has partly become known due to this genre.

Almost all of Mas‘(id Sa‘d’s poems are addressed directly to the be-
loved, and the description of his beauty is connected with some aspect
of his profession or characteristics. The first verse in his work is about
an ambergris-seller (‘ambarfurish):

Beloved! Your two tresses are ambergris and you an elixir-seller,
I am ever in need of your ambergris.

Separation from you has left me crazed and wandering,

By God! Help me, my friend.

Caress my body with your ambergris tresses because

pure ambergis is the cure for the crazed.'

The profession takes up the beloved’s attention and at the same time
leaves the poet/lover in a maddened state because he is in need of the
product the beloved possesses. The characterization of the poet is simi-
lar to that of the ghazal world except for the specific nature of the pro-
fession of the beloved mentioned here. This trope does not extend to
the non-professional boys, and in a couple of instances, the poet’s tone
is gently mocking, as when he describes a cross-eyed boy (ahval):

Your two locks are like the crescent moon,

your two cheeks are like the finest musk.

Your black eyes are crossed and

everyone likes a cock-eyed one with black eyes.

Once again you have coupled with another,

you mistook someone else for me.

If there is no hope of union for me [and]

I am not a mate for you, consider me an exceptional friend.
It is no surprise that you see one as two,

A cross-eyed always sees one as two.!!

Although it is the boy’s physical characteristic that prevents their

union, the poet is not in dire need of that quality. Here, the beauty of

10 Divan, 915.
11 Tbid., 924-5.
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the beloved is not disparaged and the poet is gentle in his address to
the boy. The general aspects of this poetry are commonly that of love
lyrics, but some of the more specific characteristics of the beloved and
the imagery used in the ghazal later on, such as the hunter, the Christ-
ian boy, sdqi, etc, are also found here. Grief or suffering is not always
present and most of the time the tone is light-hearted and free of com-
plexities of meaning or emotion, such as in the following verse on the
sdqt:

Pleasure, joy, happiness, and amusement are all mine,

since that Airi-faced one became my sigi.

Wine is Venus and his face the moon in luminosity,

both lights make my assembly brilliant.

Since there is a conjunction of the two in one place,

Pleasure, joy, happiness, and amusement are all called for.!?

This is more in the vein of the sdgindmah poem, since the wine-server
is not withholding his services from the poet and the poet is in an ecst-
atic mood rather than dejected with rejection. The poet/lover per-
ceives his object of desire exclusively in terms of what he does for a
living (or a peculiar characteristic) and his love is connected with that
aspect of the beloved. Beyond that, the youths are all the same. The
poet is on the receiving end, or wishes to be, of the beloved’s services
and is not actively involved in amorous activity with the boys. The
infatuation that is the bond between the two parties is the transaction
oflove, justas the boy has his profession. Such poemsaddressed to gen-
eric youths are thematically and generically related to the convention
of addressing boys in various forms of early Persian lyric poetry, such
as ghazals and sdqindmabs. In fact, the word shahrdshiib is used by
classical poets as a synonym for the typical beloved, the earliest occur-
rence being in a poem by the twelfth-century poet Khaqani; descrip-
tions of the disheveled, rowdy beloved found in poems of San4’i and
Hafiz also fit into the complex of this topos.

The socio-historical value of such verses is emphasized by all scho-
lars who have written about this poetry. The poems provide informa-
tion on different professions and crafts in various cities at various times

12 1bid., 919.
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in history. Although the poetry is not meant to be a realistic descrip-
tion of professions or crafts, a catalogue of all their titles would be a use-
ful source of information. Mas‘(id Sa‘d has a verse about a boy with red
teeth (ydr-i ‘aqiqin dandin), undoubtedly from chewing pdn, the
betel-leaf, a common Indian practice that stains the teeth red:

You have made my face yellow with sorrow and grief;
You have made your teeth red, o betel-bodied one.
Since your pearly teeth have become carnelian (red),
My onyx eyes have become rubies (red).!?

This is the earliest instance in Persian poetry of this image, and such
a beloved is even found in the nasib of Q288, challenging the tradi-
tional description of the beloved (kardah bi-tanbil lal si u di marjin
Having made the thirty-two pearls red with pdn). Thus, the early
shahrishiib poems can also be seen as verbal exercises for varying the
typology of the young beloved depicted in the qasida or ghazal.

In his work, Gulchin Ma‘4ni also includes as a shahrishiib parts of
the only masnavi that Mas‘tid Sa‘d wrote while he was serving as gov-
ernor of Jalandar. The masnavi, as discussed in chapter two, is concept-
ually similar to the shahrishiib in that it is a catalogue of the courtiers
surrounding the Ghaznavid viceroy in Lahore. After mentioning the
amirs, Mas‘(id Sa‘d mentions several professionals in the retinue of a
prince, including himself in his role as court poet, who formed part of
the viceroy’s entourage. These include various entertainers: musicians,
dancers, and singers. The description of these does not conform to that
of the shahrishiib poems, although there are structural connections in
the types of professionals mentioned. This one masnavi in the divin
of Mas‘td Sa‘d is also something of an anomaly since this genre was
usually reserved for epic or didactic poems. In the hands of this poet,
it is essentially a panegyric poem although its satyrical or shahrishiib
qualities are quite prominent.'4

13 1bid., 929.

14 Mahjab, Muhammad Ja‘far. ‘Masnavisard’i dar zaban-i Farsi td payan-i
qarn-i panjum-i Hijri.” Nashriyah-i Dianishkadah-i Adabiyit-i Tabriz 15 (1342/
1963), 282-4.
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Unfortunately, we do not have many clues as to the use of this genre
in the society of the time. Were these poems recited orally for enter-
tainment or were they meant for private reading? Although there may
not be clear answers to these questions, we can attempt to put this
poetry in the context of the society of the time, chiefly in the case of
Mas‘td Sa‘d’s shahrishib. The Samanid and Ghaznavid periods were
the fledgling years for Persian poetry and the ‘Persian poet derived his
subjects from a world different from that of the Arab poet . . . inspired
by his own geographical and cultural background.’"> The descriptions
of craftsmen have led some scholars to link them to the whole complex
of qualities which can be loosely called javdnmardi or fituvvar. These
qualities were fostered by urban young men of the time who were
craftsmen and frequently had links to Sufi orders.'® In the Qabdisnimah,
awork from about the exact time that Mas‘d Sa‘d was writing, while
discussing knight-errantry (‘ayydri/javinmards), sufis and the codes of
craftsmen, the author, Kay Kavis, instructs his son in addressing a sufi
in a diibayti which sheds interesting light on the subject:

I am a Sufi, [and] you are incomparable among beauties;
everyone knows—old and young, man and woman—
that your rosy lips are candy in sweetness,

and sweets should be a Sufi’s business.!”

This poem has structural and thematic resemblances to shahrishiib
verses, pointing to the intertextual nature of classical Persian poetry.
Mahjab has suggested that display of poetic skill was the force behind
shahrishiib poetry, and considers this an aspect of the innovativeness
of the late Ghaznavid poets.!® A courtly entertainment could be the
context for such verses; the description of courtly parties of the time
would support such a view:

15 Heshmat Moayyad, ‘Lyric Poetry,” 122.

16 Marshall G.S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, 2: 126-8. Mehdi Keyvani’s
Artisans and Guild Life in the Later Safavid Period: Contributions to the Social-
Economic History of Persia (Berlin: K. Schwarz, 1982) is a non-literary study that
takes into consideration shahrishiib poems of the period and mines them for
factual information on the kinds of professions existing at that time, 197-204.

7 Qabhisndmah, 257.

18 Sabk-i Khurdsini, 681.
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The drinking of wine served to create the right mood for other things like
music, singing and dancing, or games like chess and backgammon, usually
combined with gambling. There was much bawdy conversation and flirt-
ing with the boys who served the guests as cup bearers, or musicians and

dancers."?

The last section of Mas’ad Sa‘d’s shahrishiib is entitled shakar-i
shihi (sugar for the king) and it does not ostensibly refer to any parti-
cular professional or type of boy:

Do not be surprised that you are adorned with sweetness;
Kings are always adorned, and you are a king.

I am going to steal a kiss from you because

It is the custom to take something sweet from kings.*’

It is possible that the poet is referring to a bridegroom, who is often
called shah,*' or to a prince who could be the beloved par excellence for
the poet. The Ghaznavid viceroy in Lahore was also referred to as shidh,
as attested by Mas‘td Sa‘d. This verse is strategically placed at the end
of a rich tapestry of the various inhabitants of a city, completing the
miniature city that the poet has constructed in his poem. This can be
structurally and conceptually compared to Mas‘td Sa‘d’s masnavi, in
which he recreates the court of the viceroy with a section devoted to
all the individuals in his entourage. Later shahrishiibs are much clear-
er in their context than this one.

The history of this genre after our poet is shadowy. Except for some
spurious poems attributed to Amir Khusraw,?? it is not until the late
Timurid period that it emerges as a full-fledged genre in other poetic
forms such as ghazal and masnavi. Following the model that Tzvetan
Todorov proposes for the evolution of literary genres from speech acts
by way of a certain number of transformations and amplifications,*
the shahrdshiib can be seen as developing from an earlier stage of being
intended for an oral entertainment context to becoming a unified and

19 De Bruijn, Of Pietry and Poetry, 157.

20 Divén, 935.

21 This suggestion was made by Mahdi Nariyan in a private discussion.
22 Gulchin Ma‘ani, Shabrishib, 21-5.

25 Genres in Discourse, 13=26.
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elaborate courtly genre combining various generic traditions, inspired
by the fondness of Timurid and Safavid poets for innovation. This
genre provides an interesting case study of how a subgenre of lyric
poetry evolved and came to be defined in the tradition of classical Pers-
ian poetry. The development and transformation of this genre in
Ottoman Turkish and Urdu traditions also points to its dynamism,
but unless other early examples of shahrishib are unearthed, we may
never know more about its early history. However, Mas‘d Sa‘d’s
fondness for and use of unconventional genres and poetic forms and
the sheer number of poems does support the idea that he would have
conceived of the shahrishiib poems as a single piece of work.

B Barahmasis 7z Persian?

This cycle of poems, which isan instance of a generic hapax legomenon
in the divin of Mas‘id Sa‘d and perhaps in the history of Persian litera-
ture, is in effect the well-worn panegyric poetry in a new guise. There
is nothing about the content of these poems that is remarkable from
the point of view of language or meaning, although they are not the
worst examples of panegyric poetry in this poet’s divan. It is precisely
their unusual form that is noteworthy, especially in light of the fact
that there are other unorthodox forms and genres that Mas‘tid Sa‘d uti-
lized. As with the shahrishiib, scholars have suggested a vernacular
and/or oral origin for these poems, connected to his Indian environ-
ment.? Unlike the genre of shahrashib which has no counterparts in
Indic literary traditions, these poems actually have a corresponding
genre in North Indian vernacular literatures, the bdrahmasi. The
barahmasa, comprised of multifarious forms, appeared early in verna-
cular literatures of North India and ‘[i]ts special characteristic is that
it follows the twelve months of the year, one stanza being devoted
to each.”” In her study on this genre, Charlotte Vaudeville cites D.

24 Annemarie Schimmel suggests this in her survey of Indo-Persian literature,
Islamic Literatures of India (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1973), 11. Although
the genre is commonly found in vernacular literatures, such as Sindhi, Panjabiand
Bengali, she concedes that it is rare in Persian.

2 Barahmisi in Indian Literatures: Songs of the Twelve Months in Indo-Aryan
Literatures (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1986), 3.
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Zbavitel for the classification of the kinds of bdrahmdsis that have
been recorded:

The religious bdrahmasi

. The farmer’s barahmasi
The narrative barahmasi

. The viraha-barahmdésa, concerned with the sufferings of a wife
separated from her husband during the twelve months of the
year.

e. The trial of chastity bdrahmdisi*

a0 op

6

Essentially, the months (and in Mas‘td Sa‘d’s case also the days of the
week and the days of the month) are an organizing device for a cata-
logue of any kind of subject, from festivals to emotions. Mas‘td Sa‘d’s
fondness for the catalogue in all forms has already been noted and his
poems are a sub-genre of panegyric poetry with the calendar as orga-
nizing device. That he was actually inspired by vernacular forms while
composing his poems is an intriguing possibility, although there is not
much evidence for this. The poet may have borrowed the organizing
device of the months from the vernacular literature around him and
filled it out with the language and imagery of the Persian courtly tradi-
tion.

There are three cycle of poems of this genre in the poet’s divin:
mihha-yi Farsi (the Persian months), rizhd-yi mah (the days of the
month), and rézhi-yi hafiah (days of the week).?” The first and third
of the above are well-known names thatare still current, but the middle
cycle, that lists the Persian names for each day of the month, would
have been arcane even in the poet’s time, allowing the poet to display
his knowledge. Writing about the catalogue in medieval European
literature, Harry E. Wedeck says that [it] is a means of ransacking the
most obscure items for the avowed purpose of astounding the read-
er by the extensiveness of the poet’s knowledge.”?® Mas‘tid Sa‘d has a

26 Tbid., 8.

27 These titles are from manuscripts of the poet’s divin from the Qajar period
and have been retained by both editors, Yasim? and Nariyan.

28 “The Catalogue in Late and Medieval Latin Poetry,” Medievalia et Humanistica
13 (1960), 6.



118 / Persian Poetry at the Indian Frontier

persistent fondness for this device and it is used by him across genres
in his work.

Apart from the exile poetry that they both wrote, a further compari-
son can be made between the Roman poet Ovid and Mas‘tid Sa‘d. One
of Ovid’s lesser known works is the Fastz, a poem divided into twelve
parts corresponding with the twelve months of the Roman calendar.
Under each month, Ovid describes the festivals associated with the
days of that month, combining myth and history with an aim to pane-
gyrize Ceaser Augustus. Geraldine Herbert-Brown, in her recent study
on this work, comes to the following conclusion:

While Ovid’s literary heritage and environment certainly influenced his
choice of genre and the idea of setting Roman themes to an Alexandrian
tone, no extant literary predecessor really explains why an elegist should
decide to structure a poem on something as large and divisive as a twelve-
month calendar. No elegist had attempted such a mammoth task before.
Ovid was indeed breaking new ground in poetry.”

Similarly with Mas‘td Sa‘d, the inspiration behind the poem was the
desire to produce something novel for the usual purpose of eulogy.
The audience’s attention is drawn to the form of a poem and its con-
tents appear less trite.

In the twelve, thirty, and seven poems within the three works in this
genre, the poet almost always mentions the name of his patron, Sultan
Malik Arsaln, in brief panegyric statements. The poems in the mahha
are seven bayrs each and five bayrs in both the rizhd poems. They are
in the qasida (or ghazal without the poet’s signature but the patron’s
name) form, but all poems even within the same cycle are in different

2 Ovid and theFasti: An Historical Study (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 14.
This study does not deal with the nagging problem of generic ‘newness’ but offers
some useful insights into the connection between literature and art, ‘Ovid would
have observed that where the artist did have free rein was in the area of ornament-
ation, that the richness of that ornamentation had never been seen before and was
not constrained by a specific code . . . The poet must have realized that the non-
narrative Roman calendar provided an admirable, unifying framework for exploit-
ing the same ‘episodic’ and decorative approach of Augustan art, unified by the
overall design of the building question,” 29.
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metres. The mahha cycle begins with Farvardin, the first month in the
calendar, marking the advent of spring and a new year, and thus sets
the convivial tone of the occasion:

O king, choose serenity and enjoy happiness,

the month of Farvardin brings tidings of good fortune.
Saying that the kingdom of the seven climes

will be in your command due to the lofty heaven,

such is the decree of fate, O exalted lord!

that you will be ruler of the land until the day of Resurrection.
Now the Byzantine, now the king of China,

send tribute in obeisance to you.

You are Ab( al-Multik Arsalan son of Mas‘td,

crown and throne, kingdom and seal are all proud of you.
Forever plant the sapling of justice in your kingdom’s garden;
ever pluck the sweets of fortune from the branches of justice;
ever hear the sound of luck in your exalted ear;

ever see a happy face with your fortunate eye.*

The opening poem, marking the beginning of the Persian year, sets the
scene for a year-long celebration. The next month opens with an invi-
tation to drink wine, now not addressed to the sultan specifically but
to an unnamed courtier or beloved:

Urdibihisht has made the world a paradise
O beloved, wine is sanctioned in paradise.
Lo! repose merrily and ask for wine,

for being without wine is unseemly.?!

The repetition of key words, may (wine) and zisht (unseemly), along
with the alliteration between may and mdih, accentuates the lyrical
quality, as appropriate for a celebratory poem. After a brief description
of a spring scene, the poem ends with more praise of the sultan. The
theme of wine-drinking and merriment continues through the next
nine poems until the poet reaches the last month of the year:

30 Divin, 939.
31 Ibid., 940.
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The month of Sipandurmaz is the last of the year
and the last month [in the life] of the malevolent.??

and ends with a benediction upon the sultan:

May the constellations of the year be auspicious
for the sultan of the world King Arsalan.

Such a poem would have been presented to the sultan on the occasion
of nawriz, for which the poet would have been richly rewarded, espe-
cially given the novelty of poetic form he utilized. The numerous qasi-
das written by earlier Ghaznavid poets to mark the occasion testify
to the importance of this festival at court, and although Sultan Malik
Arsalan ruled for less than three years, most of the poems dedicated to
him are of this nature, i.e., festive and in unusual forms or metres.*
The Riizhid-yi Furs is a similar work with thirty poems correspond-
ing to the thirty days of the Zoroastrian calendar.>* Each poem consists
of five bayts (except for the third one for Urdibihishtriiz, which has
four) and includes a reference to Sultan Malik Arsalin. In the first
poem, Urmazdriiz, the poet exhorts his addressee, i.e., the sdgi, to
bring a goblet of wine to create a festive assembly for the sultan:

Today is Urmazd, o wine-imbibing beloved

rise and refresh us with a goblet of wine.

O Urmazd-faced one on this day of Urmazd

give me the wine which makes me merry like Urmazd
so we can be happy and repose contentedly

in the joyful assembly of Sultan Abd al-Multik

Malik Arsaldn—the ornament of kings—there is

no crowned king like him.

32 Ibid., 943-4.

33 In this regard, also see the poem by Adib al-Mamalik listing the days of the
week and month in French, a language and culture that captured the interest of
the literary elite in the Qajar period, Divan-i Kimil, ed. Vahid Dastgardi (Tehran:
Furtghi, 1353/1974), 749.

34 For more information on the history of calendars in Iran, see £, ‘Calen-
dars.” The relevant article for Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s poems is by Antonio Panairo on the
Zoroastrian calendar.
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May his bounty and fortune be plentiful in the world
as long as there is the bounty of autumn and delights of spring.®®

In the next poem, Bahmanriiz, in an amorous vein, the poet invites the
beloved for loveplay for in this kingdom the justice of Sultan Malik
Arsalan has made people happy. Then the poet moves on to each suc-
cessive day, calling for wine-drinking or music. At times, as in Murda-
driiz, the content s entirely panegyric with no references to wine or the
beloved. Inasingle instance, in 77r77iz he makes a reference to himself:

O beauty whose arrows are aloft on the day of Tir,
rise and give me wine with a high melody.

Sing of love in the mode of love,

call forth the delightful melodies of nature;

listen to poems of renown from me,

praising the victorious king.*

Occasionally, as in the above poem, he does not mention the sultan’s
name, perhaps due to metrical exigencies. In the last poem of the cycle,
using a poetic convention he hints at a possible source for his inform-
ation:

On [the day of] Anirin I have heard from the old

one must drink wine in a heavy goblet.?”

With the Réizhi-yi hafiah, each poem, consisting of seven bayzs, be-
gins with a reference to the corresponding constellation.? Then it
moves to brief praise of the beloved’s beauty and the familiar exhor-
tation to drink wine and ends with praise of Sultan Malik Arsalan, as
in this first poem of the series:

35 Divan, 944.

36 Ibid., 947-8.

37 Ibid., 953.

38 This arrangement calls to mind NizAm{’s masnavi, Haft paykar, which also
connects the constellations to the days of the week. For further information on the
symbolism of this, see Julie S. Meisami’s introduction to her translation of this
text, Haft Paykar: A Medieval Persian Romance (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1995), xxiv—xxxi.
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It is Sunday and this day is connected to the sun.
In the sun give me some fine wine

O sunny one, give me wine that

in its brightness bespeaks the sun.

In memory of a king, when I drink,

wine becomes the elixir of life in my hands.
Sultan Abt al-Multk Malik Arsalan whose title
from heaven is Crown of the Kings of the World.
O sun! the world is bright because of you,

until the sun shines you [too] shine like the sun.*

The address to a beloved who fulfills the role of sdg7 and the dedication
to kings of yore are reminiscent of the proto-sdqindmabs that even-
tually became an independent genre in the hands of Hafiz Shirazi
(d. 1389).% Connected with royal assemblies and the topic of king-
ship, the earliest such verse appears to be a couplet from a lost masnavi
of Fakhr al-Din Gurgini in the muraqgirib metre:

Sagi, bring that liquid, fiery and bright,
that removes the heart’s rust and the soul’s darkness.

The cupbearer was an institution of ancient Iranian origins, as James
R. Russell writes:

The cupbearerappears thus to have enjoyed special access to the Achaemenid
monarch, who usually feasted on the other side of a curtain from his com-
pany . . . Thescope of the cupbearer’s influence appears to have been con-
siderable in view of the fact that it was customary for the king to consider

39 Divién, 953—4.

40 See Gulchin Ma’Anf’s Tazkirah-yi paymanah (Mashhad: Danishgih-i Mash-
had, 1359/1980) for a discussion of this genre and an anthology of poems. This
work is actually an appendix (zay/) to a pre-modern work, ‘Abd al-Nabi Qazvin{’s
Tazkirah-yi maykhinah. Like the shahrishiib, this genre has a complex and long
history that provides a rich example of how genres originate and are transformed
over time. Also see Mahjib’s ‘Sdqindmah-Mughanninimah,” Sukban 11 (1339/
1960), 69-79.
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petitions when slightly inebriated, so that the verdict might be favourable;
the Sasanians continued this practice.?!

Therefore, the connection of the cupbearer with the old courtly cul-
ture of Iran was never lost, and the Ghaznavids were especially mindful
of being heirs to this tradition.®? Sig7 is but one of the epithets used
by the early Persian poets for the beloved, others being turk, sanam,
nigdr, pisar, etc., as was seen in the last section. Thus, these poems
of Mas‘tid Sa‘d, in a language very atypical of panegyrics in the qasi-
da form, utilize the topos of wine and the cupbearer to celebrate the
institution of kingship and continue the practices of Persian courtly
culture. Taking this view into consideration, the poems seem less ano-
malous and exotic and may arguably constitute the result of a natural
but innovative transformation and regrouping of existing tropes and
topoi in classical Persian poetry.

C. Mustazad: A Choral Poem

The earliest extant example of this poetic form in Persian is a poem
found in Mas‘td Sa‘d’s divin, and even after him it was not a very
popular form, ‘presumably because of its unorthodox character,” ac-
cording to Munibur Rahman. In Rahman’s words, this form can be
defined as ‘a poem based upon the pattern of the ghazal or the rubi?,
in which each hemistich is followed by a short metrical line. This short
line is metrically related to the principal hemistich, and usually com-
prises the first and last feet to the metre employed in the latter.”® It
was probably a poem performed in an oral context, perhaps with a

41 ‘Cupbearer’, Elr; also, for details of the Ghaznavid celebration of nawriz
and wine poetry, see William L. Hanaway’s insightful article, ‘Blood and Wine:
Sacrifice and Celebration in Manichihri’s Wine Poetry,” in fran 26 (1988),
69-80.

42 See Sirtis Shamisa’s comments on this, Zindini-i N4y, 103—4. He also sug-
gests that Mas‘id Sad most likely received his information on the Zoroastrian cal-
endar from Bir{ini.

43 FP, ‘Mustazad.’



124 | Persian Poetry at the Indian Frontier

chorus.“ There is a mustazid-like poem attributed to the Sufi master

Abu Sa‘ld-i Abd al-Khayr, who lived slightly before Mas‘td Sa‘d:

A message arrived from my friend, ‘Set matters in order—
This is the way.

Bring forth your heart’s love and remove obstacles from the pach—
This is the way.™®

Although there is no precise dating of these lines, given the fact that
they are attributed to a Sufi poet, it is probable that they would have
been used in an oral context. Later, other mystical poets like ‘Attér, Ibn
Husim, and then Mawl4na Jalal al-Din Rami also utilized this poetic
form. Given Mas‘(d Sa‘d’s interest in non-conventional poetic forms,
especially for the sake of expanding his repertoire, it may not be incor-
rect to conclude that he was the first to adapt this already existing poe-
tic form for panegyric and include it in his divin.

Mas‘ad Sa'd’s mustazdd is a panegyric for his patron, Sultan
Mas‘td:

O victorious sultan, your justice in the world / has become manifest.

O king Mas‘(id you are the renowned sun / in the world.

Yourseat is heaven’sapex; due to yourlooksand mind / theworld a garden.
Like the azure sword turning to shedding blood / becomes your ally,

In your hand reposes lighter than a rose / a heavy mace.

On a swift lion, lightning becomes a soft cloud / under your reins.

It [your mount] is a mountain turning into a wind / under your thigh.
Before your lofty throne in obedience fortune / has girded its waist.

No one has heard of your like; as just as you was not / An{ishirvan.

A king like you—in any period— / there never was.

In panegyrizing you ‘May you endure’ / became a formula.

The arrival of happy spring has made the world / full of rose gardens.
From the hand of every beauty comelier than spring / take a goblet.

In honour and joy may you rule on the world’s throne / until eternity.*

# This last suggestion was made by Mahdi Niriyan, personal communication.

4 Mabhjtb, Sabk-i Khurisini, 608. M. Shafi‘i-Kadkani suggests that this poem
has been transmitted incorrectly and is not a mustazéd, which would then make
Mas‘td Sa‘d the innovator of this form.

46 Divin, 783. There appears to be an error in the order of the middle portion
of lines 12 and 13 in Nariyan’s edition, which I have indicated by brackets.
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Here, the sentences are not complete without the mustazid line. This
is the difference from later poems where the lines without the musta-
zdd part make complete sentences and are not of the same rhyme.?’
The poem has a majestic tone and its direct address of the sultan ins-
tead of the beloved as in the 742zh4 poems suggests it is intended for re-
citation at a formal occasion, such as nawriz. The nature of this form
seems almost to require a shorter poem since the rhythmic movement
is extended by the extra line; also, instead of pairs of half-lines there is
one complete line that is connected by enjambment. Written in the
same spirit as the poems discussed in the previous section butin a more
stately tone, it would appear that once again Mas‘td Sa‘d has come up
with a novel way of presenting the stock panegyric images of the qasida
form in an oral context.

D. Ghazal: A Nascent Poetic Form

The story of the rise and development of the Persian ghazal, the most
enduring and popular poetic form in Persian literature, has been a
favourite subject with scholars of classical Persian literature. It was
San#’f, Mas‘td Sa‘d’s younger contemporary, who was responsible for
the popularization of the ghazal as well as contributing the largely Sufi
stock of images that became requisite for this poetic form.% Mas‘ad
Sa‘d, writing on the eve of these developments in the ghazal, also wrote
poems in this form, although the small number of his ghazals attests
to the fact that it was not a favoured genre at this time, at least among
court poets.

Not surprisingly, Mas‘(d Sa‘d’s use of the ghazal is for panegyric
purposes. Out of twenty-two ghazals in his divin, one is in the habs-
tyah genre, one is a mundzirah, eight are purely laudatory, and the rest
generically amorous suggesting that they might have been rough drafts
for the nasib portion of a qasida. The ghazals that are dedicated to
Sultan Mas‘(id mention the patron’s name in or close to the last line,

47 Shamisa, Zindani-i Nay, 81; Mahjab, Sabk-i Khurdsini, 611.

48 Julie S. Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry, 237-98; specifically for
Sani’{’s role in the development of this form, see, Frank Lewis, Reading, Writing
and Recitation.
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indicating that the zakhallus was not entirely separated from the pat-
ron’s name at this point. Only the habsiyah G13, mentioned in the last
chapter, gives the poet’s name explicitly spelled out in the last line and
is quoted in full here:

O ruby wine be the solace of the soul,
be obedient to the disposition of nobles.

Fate has wounded me, be my balm;

I am pained by fortune, be my cure.
Without you the crystal goblet is a lifeless form,
Be the life of the pure body of the goblet.

A dearth of affection has dried my heart,

rain down beneficially upon my heart.
If you have suffered imprisonment like me,
be my prisonmate and companion in chains.

Night’s star is revealed in you,

no one tells you to hide yourself.

I write a letter in happiness,
be the address at the head of it.

You are the offspring of the shining sun,

be the envoy of the shining sun.
If there is no candle, be a bright candle
in front of Mas‘d Sa‘d Salméan.

This love lyric is one of the most charming poems by Mas‘td Sa‘d.
Constructed in the form of an apostrophe to wine, it is tender in tone
as if addressed to a beloved. In this poem, the poet asks succour for all
his sufferings, including that of being imprisoned, if this declaration
is a literal one.

Another exceptional poem, Ghazal 16, entitled Az zabin-i padshiah,
is entirely a speech in the voice of Sultan Malik Arsalan himself.*’

4 Q105 is also in the same vein and can actually be considered a ghazal too.
Compare this to San’’s ghazalwhich is the statement of Iblis, no. 129, translated
by F. Lewis, ibid., 354—5. Also see Mas‘(id Sa‘d’s Q226 in the unusual metre bahr-
i munsarih-i murabba‘-i matvi, L.P. Elwell-Sutton, The Persian Metres (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), 4.4.07, dedicated to Malik Arsalan.
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Some of the more innovative poems in the poet’s ocuvre, especially
those that break away from traditional forms, were written in the last
period of his life and are all dedicated to Sultan Malik Arsalan, includ-
ing the mustazdd. Perhaps this period is significant as the apex of cre-
ative activity of our poet’s life and/or it reflects the tastes and demands
of this patron.>® Also, a poet who had experienced the worst aspects of
being a professional poet must have been disillusioned by traditional
panegyrics and might have turned to new ways of performing the same
task.

E. The Poet on the Craft of Poetry

[Poetic writing is] an alchemy which gives a doubtful argument
theauthority of proof, and turns proof back into a doubtful argu-
ment; makes contemptible material into something original and
of great value; inverts essences, transforms natures, so that the
claims of alchemy are justified and the dreams of the elixir come
true—except that this alchemy is spiritual, clothed in imagina-
tion and intellect, of body and matter.

—al-Jurjani, Asrér al-Baligha®!

Now thatall the poetic forms and genres employed by Mas‘(id Sa‘d
have been examined, it is possible to glean the poet’s views on the art
of poetry and his perception of his own poems. Often, it is difficult to
separate the exaggerated boasting of poets, since it is a convention of
the gasida, from their disingenuous statements expressing their ideas
about the theoretical aspect of poetry. The concept of being innovative
as a poet has previously been mentioned in chapter one; it is a central
idea in various literary traditions, but oftentimes it does not designate

50 For Malik Arsalan see Bosworth’s The Later Ghaznavids, 90-8. Although he
ruled for only three years, he was in his twenties at this time, and given the variety
of poems addressed to him by Mas‘d Sa‘d as well as by Mukhtri it would appear
that he was somewhat of a literary connoisseur and Maecenas.

3! Quoted in Adonis” An Introduction to Arab Poetics, tr. Catherine Cobham
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1985), 53.
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any specific quality.>? In writing about the significance of the term ‘ori-
ginality’ in eighteenth-century English literature, W. Jackson Bate re-
marks:

It was an ‘open’ term, capable of suggesting not only creativity, invention,
or mere priority but also essentialism (getting back to the fundamental),
vigour, purity, and above all freedom of the spirit. As such it transcended
most of the particular qualities that could be latched on to it, qualities that,
if taken singly as exclusive ends, could so easily conflict with each other
(priority versus essentialism, for instance, or primitive simplicity versus the
creative intelligence of an Isaac Newton). Add to this the social appeal of
the concept of ‘originality’: its association with the individual’s ‘identity’
(aword that was now increasing in connotative importance) as contrasted
with the more repressive and dehumanizing aspects of organized life.*?

This idea informs almost all of Mas‘(id Sa‘d’s statements on the craft
of poetry, to an extent that would perhaps only be found in the works
of the later poet Nizami Ganjavi.”® The various ways in which this
Ghaznavid poet can be viewed as being innovative or original in his
poetry can be summarized under the following categories, which he
refers to himself:

52 See Paul E. Losensky’s illuminating study, Welcoming Fighani: Imitation and
Poetic Individuality in the Safavid-Mughal Ghazal (Costa Mesa, CA: Mazda,
1998) for an examination of the concept of ‘newness’ (#zahgii7) and originality
in Safavid and Mughal Persian poetry, 193-220. By this period, the tradition of
Persian poetry was several centuries old and had a heavy burden of the past to bear.

53 The Burden of the Past and the English Poet (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press
of Harvard University Press, 1970), 104.

54 See Jalal Khaligi-Mutlaq’s article on Nizimi’s views on the art of poetry, ‘Az
gil-ishi‘r td gul-ishi‘r. Irénshinsi3: 3 (1993),199-212. Fora broader discussion
on Islamic poetry as sihr-i halél (licit magic) see Johann Christoph Biirgel’s 7he
Feather of Simorgh (New York: New York University Press, 1988), particularly his
empbhasis on the poets’ reliance on their 726 (inborn nature) and san 'z (acquired
art) rather than inspiration, 55. In ‘Esthetics by Implication: What Metaphors of
Craft Tell us about the “Unity” of the Persian Qasida’ in Edebiyar 4 (1979), 73—
96, Jerome Clinton examines two such metaphors in Farrukhiand Nasir Khusraw
asaway of exemplifying the theoretical ideas of the medieval Persian critic, Shams

al-Qays.
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1. His claim to have written both prose and poetry, although nothing
in the former form survives. He is known for a prose rendering of the
Shéhnémah, a claim which is probably false.”® Both this attribution
and that of poetry in Hind1 can be traced to ‘Awfl, an unreliable source
on the whole. However, it is entirely possible that such a prose text was
written by Mas‘d Sa‘d, as were written by other poets, but is not ex-
tant. No other prose work by him survives or is mentioned by any lite-
rary historian. In his own words:

In Persian or Arabic, in prose or verse,
there is no sign of a poet or interpreter like me. (Q237)

2. His claim to be a proficient bilingual poet, of which there is ample
evidence. Apart from a few lines of Arabic scattered in his Persian
divén, there is no surviving poetry of his in Arabic.’® After ‘Awf, there
arose a tradition that celebrates him as a trilingual poet, with an addi-
tional divdn in Hindavi; this is a complex issue that will be examined
in the fifth chapter under the rubric of his reception in India.

3. His use of various poetic genres, especially those seen in this chap-
ter, some of which he may have been the first to employ seriously in
the service of panegyric verse, is probably the strongest evidence for
originality. As he himself boastfully admits:

Be just, o lord of truth! Does anybody have

my tongue, pen and imagination!

Among the skilled masters I am [proficient] in every art

although today my name is included amongst all the poets. (Q25)

One critic believes that the increased popularity of the giz@h form in
this period is a result of this poet’s continual striving for innovation

%5 De Blois, Persian Literature (London: The Royal Asiatic Society of Great
Britain and Ireland, 1994), 5/ 2: 152-3. The cause of misattribution may have
been the fact that an early contemporary of Mas‘td Sa‘d, ‘Alf ibn Ahmad, wrote
such a work, Ikhtiyarar-i Shihnimah or Kithb-i intikhib-i Shihnémah, for the
Seljuq Malikshah. Also see Mahmud Omidsalar, ‘Mas‘(d-i Sa‘d-i Salmin va
Shiabnamab-i Firdawsi,” Gulistin 3 (1999), 99-112.

56 Fora discussion of his Arabic poetry, the few lines in the Persian divin as well
as eight lines quoted by Vatvit, see Sirtis Shamisa, Zindini-i Ny, 125-9.
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and variation.”” In the field of classical Western literature, Cairns has
written about the manipulation of various poetic elements to achieve
originality and innovation:

Originality in generic composition can be treated under four categories,
which together cover the whole field: first, the novelty which consists in
introducing into a generic pattern topoi and notions not hitherto associ-
ated with it; second, the individual writer’s own choice, combination and
arrangement of the standard topoi of a particular genre; third, his alter-
ations and modifications of single topoi; and fourth, the employment by
a writer of the major generic sophistications which are potentially appli-
cable to all genres.>®

All these characteristics are to be found in the poetry of Mas‘td Sa‘d
as discussed above.

4. His extensive body of work in the genre of habsiyit, never before
utilized in Persian literature to the same degree, for which he became
recognized as a great poet and remains popular to this day.

The list above is not exhaustive, and any such list would be differ-
ent, depending on the interpretation of the poet’s words. As readers of
his poetry in the twentieth century, with a long but still incomplete
history of the practice of Persian literature as our research tool, it is pre-
cisely the ‘newness’ and ‘originality’ of his work that strikes us. Criti-
cizing the so-called innovative poets of our time, Khusraw Farshidvard
writes that ‘innovation (naw 4var) must not be mistaken for new [ver-
bal] tricks and showing off, rather it must be recognized as the result
of in-depth reflection and study of the past artistic accomplishments
and is the work of talented and profound individuals.”> He goes on to

57 Husayn Khaliqi Rad, Qirah, 12.

58 Cairns, Generic Composition, 99.

59 ‘Naw’avari va sunnatgard’i’ in Dar birah-yi adabiyit va naqd-i adabi, 2nd ed.
(Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1373/1994), 159. Farshidvard emphasizes the fact that true
literary innovation must be firmly tied to tradition. He goes on to list nine kinds
of innovation found in Persian poets, all of which could be applied to the poet
under study. This chapter is an important contribution to the discussion of this
subject in both classical and modern Persian literature.
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praise Mas‘(id Sa‘d as an innovative poet of his time. Punning on naw*
(genre, form) and naw (novel), Mas‘td Sa‘d tells himself that com-
pared to the trite poems of the other poets, he is capable of producing
something new in his works:

[Other] birds have two or three standard songs,
You are always singing new ditties. (Q302)

He is quick to dismiss the poets of his time as hacks. In another typical
claim of originality, he self-referentially utilizes images of writing and
composition:

My verses are such that in the technique of their composition,
not a word is borrowed and no idea repeated;
my soul composes them and my intellect polishes them,
heaven declaims them and the world listens to them. (Q2)

This is clearly a hyperbolic statement, since no poet could dare to break
away from tradition so completely as to eschew the practices of bor-
rowing and repetition. ‘No author felt inferior or unoriginal because
he used, adapted, and modified themes and images inherited from
tradition and sanctioned by antiquity . . . To work within a given tra-
dition and adopt its devices is perfectly compatible with emotional
power and artistic value.”® In contrast, Masid Sa‘d is carried away
and this statement is actually an example of rhetorical devices such as
alliteration and personification, to the point that he does not accept
agency for his creation at all. Eventually, poetry becomes subservient
to him, as in these lines:

From the many erudite refrains and virginal ideas
poetry sometimes is compressed in my talent. (Q176)

I am such a one that when his voice reaches poetry’s ear,
soul begins to flow in the body of eloquence. (Q237)

The process of poetic inspiration and production is skilfully reversed
here. He also attributes his work to his disposition (7ihdd) and links

60 René Wellek and Austin Warren, Theory of Literature, new rev. ed. (San
Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1984), 259.
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meaning and content together as a final product of the elements of fire
and water. He reiterates this notion occasionally substituting the

Arabic tab* for nibid:

The product of my talent is this poem in which
you will find a thousand subtle expressions of fire and water. (Q16)

The refrain of the poem also provides an occasion to liken his poetry
to the elements:

I composed panegyre with the genius that you see—
its words and meanings depict fire and water in a notebook. (Q15)

His poetry has the qualities of two opposite elements:

If anyone deserves to be proud of their poetry and prose
it is I, because today my poetry and prose are my own.
My poetry and prose never decrease
for my poetry and prose are pearls and my talent a sea.
My talent is flowing water but
its abundance and power are like fire and air. (Q26)

Although this poem is a response (zazmin) on one by Labibi, an older
poet, Mas‘id Sa‘d singles himself out as one possessed of exceptional
talent. Farshidvard points out that these lines exemplify the chief cri-
terion of aesthetics as prized by critics of the period: eloquence (ravins,
fasihat).! Mas‘(d Sa‘d’s poetry has the qualities of the diametrically
opposite elements of fire and water, the former in its quality of fluidity
and the latter in its forcefulness.

On a more practical level, he makes a reference to the profession of
panegyric poetry and its implications for being a creative artist:

Don’t compare my poetry to that of others
since it is likening a fine golden ruby to straw . . .
A noble person who seeks a good name in poetry
should not slavishly accept payment from people . . .
My verses are like arrows from my talent’s quiver
for one of them keeps my bow stretched taut. (Q8)

" Dar birah-yi adabiyit, 305.
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For a poet whose professional life was intimately linked to the glori-
fication of war and conquest, martial imagery is an appropriate meta-
phor for him to employ to strengthen the impact of his qasidas. Instead
of being weapons, here his personified poems wield them:

My poetry has a sharp sword
my skill has a wide field . . .
I have made a point that is an [entire] work
I have composed a poem that is a collection.
Every moment an ever new skill
is the guest of my disposition . . .
Beware you not tell me when I recite poetry
that this is a verbose prostitute.®? (Q36)

In the following lines, he dwells on the idea of multiplicity, explaining
this concept by analogy to another type of craftsman: the jeweller. He
claims that each divin of his is studded with his poems, thus repre-
senting a dazzling image of infinite gems.

I compose a thousand divins and in each one
I fashion a thousand panegyrics like a hundred thousand gems. (Q91)

Since the poet did not compose a thousand divéns, in an exaggerated
fashion he is likening the result of his endeavour to that of shining
gems that reflect each other in infinite ways.

I have not been two-tongued, nor has there been

anyone like me, one body with a two-tongued pen.
In my poetry there are a hundred meanings in ten fine
points—my poetry makes one poem an [entire] collection.®® (Q229)

The result is that his poems become the touchstone for poetry itself:

Be convinced Mas‘(id that this poetry of yours
has become a [measuring] stone in the scale of weights. (Q167)

62 Compare this image to the one of Sand’{’s poem as a bride, Lewis, Readling,
Writing and Recitation, 163—4.
63 Yasim{’s ed. has ‘ten dvans’ here.
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This is not an ordinary boast: in addressing himself in such a fashion
Mas‘tid Sa‘d is claiming a niche for himself in the tradition of classical
poetry, much in the same way that Hafiz would do almost three cen-
turies later in this magra® of his well-known Turk-i Shirdzi poem:

Hafiz, you have composed a ghazaland pierced a pearl; come
and recite it,
for heaven will strew

the necklace of the Pleiades on your poem.**

Mas‘td Sa‘d utilized the qasida form which allowed more space for
exploration of this subject than the restricted parameters of the ghazal.
He does not mince words here when he declares himself to be unique:

I am he like whom in poetry no poet
is distinguished in words or meaning,.
Sometimes in prose my words are precious pearls,
sometimes in verse my genius manifest lawful magic. (Q172)

He falls back on the traditional idea of poetry being licit magic for
which he is the agent.®®

Mas‘td Sa‘d does not seem to suffer the anxiety that later poets
would concerning the burden of the tradition of Persian poetry behind
him.% Perhaps this is partly because this tradition was still in its nas-
cent form and its memory did not have the weight to overwhelm the
poet with the sheer bulk of its achievement; to a greater extent, he is
convinced of his own excellence with respect to other poets. In his
world, as the evidence of zazmin verses indicates, two poets of the past
were paramount as models: Radaki and ‘Unsuri, both court poets
whose legacy was powerful for centuries after they lived. The latter’s

64 For other usages of the term, qd-i surayd, see ‘AfY’s Farhangndmah-yi shi'r,
1802-3.

95 Biirgel, Feather of Simorgh, 53-88.

66 Contrast this with the case of the later sabk-i Hinds poets, who ‘were acutely
aware of the collective and individual achievement of their predecessors . . . [and]
had to reevaluate, reform, and recreate the tradition in order to do it justice,” Paul
Losensky, Welcoming Fighini, 212.
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hold on court poets of the period has been examined in chapter two;
there are other poets too, some of whom are mere names to us now,
who played a significant role in the poet’s fashioning of his poetics.
‘Unsuri is evoked twice (Q87 and Q89) in victory qasidas. Riidaki and
Abl Nuwis are mentioned in Qt139 as bowing to our poet. Among
Arab poets, Mas‘ad Sa‘d also mentions Hassin and Sajjan in passing.
Of his near contemporaries, he invokes Akhtari, Rashidi, Rashidi,
‘Ata-yi Ya'qab, Ghaz&’iri, Labibi and Mu’ayyad. Of course, there are
numerous cases where no poet is mentioned explicitly buta contempo-
rary reader would have been clued in to the presence of the unnamed
voice. Mas‘tid Sa‘d is more occupied with declaiming his own position
of superiority and originality than with the qualities of his contempo-
raries. Having looked at the precursors and models of Mas‘tid Sa‘d, the
question that follows is how his contemporaries perceived him and
how posterity received him, issues to be taken up in the next chapter.
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Chapter Five
> The Reception of Mas‘iid Sa'd

While other branches of literary studies are tied to the grand nar-
ratives and to the concomitant, singular coherence that comes
from the coincidence of a language with a polity and with a cul-
ture, the guiding and sought-for coherence of this [Western]
philological enterprise lies outside those parameters in defiance
of the boundaries of given languages and nations, even of con-
ventional periods . .. ‘Real’ linguistic unity and its necessary
state of fixedness is a transparently Edenic notion (and in its rare
achievement is death itself), but in the midst of exile, in the most

contingentand fleeting of vernaculars, in life itself, superb poetry
is born and bred.!

A. Masid Sa'd among his Contemporaries

There is sufficient evidence to indicate that Mas‘Gd Sa‘d’s poetry was
read in his own lifetime and continued to be read for at least a century
after his death. During the poet’s life, there was already a group of his
admirers who created a nexus of texts of their poems, dominated by
the personality and work of Mas‘td Sa‘d, that would determine the

! Maria Rosa Menocal, Shards of Love: Exile and the Origins of the Lyric (Dur-
ham: Duke University Press, 1984), 119.
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reception of the poet after his death. In the post-prison last years of his
life at Ghazna, his impact as an established court poet is attested by
the poetical account of two younger contemporaries, Mukhtarf and
Sand’t, both of whom paid homage to him in different ways.? The two
younger poets had experienced exile and frustration at not being pro-
perly recognized, and for them Mas‘tid Sa‘d was the model of the poet
who had seen great rewards at the end of his period of suffering. Mukh-
tari views Mas‘(id Sa‘d as a kindred spirit, as seen in the poem discussed
in chapter two; as for San4’i, at the request of their mutual patron,
Siqat al-Mulk, he paid Mas‘(d Sa‘d the compliment of collating his
divin,® in which he erroneously included poems by other poets. He
apologizes to Mas‘id Sa‘d for his mistake in these lines, as translated
by Frank Lewis:

When this, your servant, saw that your sayings
turned the infidels all to believers,
He gathered together each of your verses
just as ‘Osman collected the Scripture;
When he saw the whole world desirous of your poetry,
his reason, parading around his poetic sensibility,
Gathered all your poems together
and made them available in a Dvin.
He filled up his quires with the shapes of letters
according to what was reasonable and pleasant.
Since your words, like a surging sea,
freely cast their gems and pearls on all the world,

2 ‘Awfl quotes two other contemporary poets, Hakim Riihi, Lubib, 652—6, and
Rashidi Samarqandi, 663-8, who mention Mas‘ud Sa‘d in their poems. To the
latter, Mas‘ud Sa‘d addressed Q244 in which he acknowledges his debt to him.

3 Lewis, Reading, Writing and Recitation, 132—6; Qazvini, ‘Mas‘ad-i Sa‘d-i Sal-
man,’ 46-9. Lewis points out that “The fact that Mas‘ad Sa‘d himself, who would
have been aboutsixty-five years of age at the time, was not busy preserving his own
work, but instead let this task fall to a younger and not very well-known poet who
was apparently not personally close to him, may be indicative of the continuing
primacy of the performance tradition over the process of written transmission,’
132-3.
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He made it like a jewelbox filled with pearls,
and set over it as guard the inability of thieves (to imitate it).

Later, when Mas‘id Sa‘d discovered the errors in the divin, and espe-
cially the inclusion of poems not by himself, he says (in Sana’{’s words):

Taher relayed this fact to my lord [i.e., Mas‘d Sa‘d];
my lord brought up an objection and proved it:
He said, “Well, San’1, in his ignorance, collected
the vulgarities of a hod carrier with Scripture;
He strung pearls and marbles on a single string
and then spilled the beads.
Like any ignoramus, he imprisoned a demon
in the same place as an angel.’

As a result, Sanil is mortified and explains himself in the following
manner:

When Sir Taher relayed this to your servant,
I was so embarrassed, words could never describe!
But I entreat you to forgive me, for the miracle
of your verses had dumbfounded me.
For, hoping to pass themselves off as yours
the verse of whatever poet fabricated them.
In the strong desire to reveal itself,
hid itself in their midst.
How would I know about him who, in order to sell,
posed as the peer of Hassan?
So having composed a poem which turned out well,
he branded it with the name of Mas‘tid-e Sa‘d-e Salmén.*

This anecdote is informative about the culture of the circulation and
readership of poetry in the Ghaznavid period. Sani’i’s copying of
Mas‘td Sa‘d’s divan ensured the fact that it would be read, and at the
same time was an opportunity for him to attach his name to the fame
of an already established poet, not just by passing off his poem as the

4 Lewis, ibid., 134-6.
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work of another poet but by possibly fabricating an anecdote connect-
ing him with that poet. In this act of selecting the text of Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s
poetry to copy, Sana’{ is assisting in, to use Manfred Naumann’s term,
the process of ‘social mode of reception.” In this chapter, while discus-
sing the issues attending the reception of Mas‘td Sa‘d in subsequent
periods, I follow Naumann’s view that:

It is not therefore literature or works ‘in themselves’ to which the reader
establishes a relation in reading them. It is works, rather, which out of the
potential stock of produced works have been selected, propagated, and
evaluated by social institutions, according to ideological, aesthetic, econo-
mic, or other viewpoints, and whose road to the reader has additionally
been cleared by measures of the most varied sort . . . By hisindividual deci-
sion to choose a particular work from among those selected, the reader at
the same time constitutes a social relationship.’

Therefore, anecdotes like the one quoted above and direct references
to the poet in the works of others are valuable pieces of evidence for
documenting this process. For about a century or so, the aesthetic
judgments that were established stayed in place and Mas‘td Sa‘d’s
poetry was a touchstone by which poetry was measured. As seen earlier,
Rashid Vatvat’s manual on poetics from the twelfth century, Hadd’iq
al-sihr i daqd iq al-shi'r, includes copious examples of his Persian poe-
try. However, what would endure over a longer period of time was not
thisaspect of him but the story of his imprisonment, which was a result
of hagiographic efforts on the part of literary historians.

The poet laureate of the rival Seljugs, Mu'‘izzi, addresses Mas‘td
Sa‘d in admiring tones in a poem:

Poetry is in thrall to, like Solomon’s fairies,

the intellect of Mas‘(id Sa‘d Salman.
From [his] poetry’s loom, the unique fabric
daily gives new silk to the court of the sultan.

> ‘Literary Production and Reception,” in New Literary History 8 (1976), tr.
Peter Heath, 119.
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Accounts of his wisdom brighten the heart,
recitation of his poetry rejuvenates the soul.
From joy at his learning, in the abode of peace
Sa‘d and Salmin are at peace and happy.
If the proof of greatness is wisdom then it is no surprise
that he is the great proof of God’s wisdom.®

These encomiastic statements also shed light on the validity of the
obsessive anxiety concerning the fate of his poetry that Mas‘(d Sa‘d
expresses in his prison poetry. For a poet of this stature, who was vene-
rated by a poet laureate, with no common experience of exile to create
a bond of empathy between them, incarceration for years was indeed
detrimental to his career as well as to his future. The work of many pre-
modern poets has been lost to oblivion even though during their life-
times they enjoyed great success. Ironically enough, it was his prison
poetry that ensured him the reputation he enjoyed with posterity. In
the end, Mas‘(d Sa‘d’s campaign of broadcasting his story was success-
ful, and the story would become a myth over time. Mu'izzi also paid
a compliment to Mas‘(d Sa‘d when he utilized the radif, dtash u ib,
which was first made popular by the latter and became a literary fad
around this time.”

The author of the Arabic Magdmair, Abt Muhammad al-QAsim al-
Hariri (d. 1122), Mas‘td Sa‘d’s exact contemporary, lauds the virtues
of the Ghaznavid poet’s work in a poem:

Poetry like fragrant buds growing lush
with whom raindrops have engaged in love-play;
like the zephyr that has spread

fragrance on the expanse of the earth;

¢ Divin, 790; there are two more git‘ahs in which Mu'izzi effusively praises
Mas‘td Sa‘d’s poetry, 791, 794.

7 Frank Lewis, ‘The Rise and Fall of a Persian Refrain,” 204—8. A detailed study
of the reception of Mas‘tid Sa‘d, in terms of imitation by later poets is a rich and
yet unexplored topic, but not within the scope of this study. Here I only mention
briefly some well-known poems that are imitations of Mas‘(id Sa‘d’s works. See
Paul Losensky, Welcoming Fighini, for the complex problem of imitation in the
works of Safavid and Mughal poets, esp. 250-313.
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like the pleasant scent of fragrant herbs and friends;

like wine making the rounds and brilliant flowers;
like stars of the night and peatls on a string;
like an enviable life and complete power,

of the noble Mas‘tid Sa‘d who

has cheered Harirf in the land of Egypt.®

It is assumed that Hariri is passing judgment on Mas‘(id Sa‘d’s Arabic
poetry, butitis entirely possible that being a native of Basra the former
would have understood and been able to appreciate the poet’s Persian
work too. Although Mas‘id Sa‘d’s output in Arabic is almost entirely
lost, thus limiting the study of its impact on Arabic poetry of the per-
iod, this poem is a testimony to the likelihood that there was a line of
contact in that direction too. It is quite possible that this poem and
story is a fabrication, like many others about the personality and life
of Mas‘(d Sa‘d.

Mas‘td Sa‘d remained an active court poet until his death, an event
which put an end to poets addressing him directly in their poems, but
his poetry continued to be circulated and read sufficiently for it to be
quoted, imitated and gradually become canonized. It was mentioned
in an earlier chapter thata slightly altered form of one of Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s
rubd s is also attributed to Abt al-Ma‘ali Nasrullah Munshi, an influ-
ential man of letters at Sultan Bahrimshah’s court. He must have
known Mas‘(id Sa‘d in his early days at court, since the poet served for

four years under this sultan before he passed away. Under Khusraw
Malik (r. 1160-86), the last Ghaznavid sultan, Nasrullth Munshi was

imprisoned and is purported to have written this 7#b4%, as related by
‘Awfl:

O King! Don’t commit acts lest they question you

on the day [of resurrection] when no one fears you:

‘Are you not happy with kingdom and fortune from God?’
Then how can I be happy with fetters?’

8 Shamisa, Zindin-i Ny, 125-6. This poem was first discovered by Mujtaba
Minuvi in an Arabic text, Bad4d’i‘ al-milh, and published in ‘Shi‘r-i Hariri dar
barah-yi Mas‘d Sa‘d,” Majallah-yi Dinishkadah-yi Adabiyir 514 (1337/1958),
10-11. AsfarasTam aware, the authenticity of this poem has notbeen questioned.

9 Zafard, Habsiyah, 64-6.
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He is obviously familiar with the following rubi% of Mas‘td Sa‘d,
since they are essentially the same except for some alterations:

O King! Be afraid of them who will question you
in the place where no one fears you:

‘Are you not happy with kingship from God?’
Then how can I be happy with your fetters? (R342)

Nasrulldh Munshi is justly known for his rendition of the Kalila wa
Dimna into Persian prose, in 1141 Ct. The poets most cited in the
Kalila wa Dimna are Mas‘Gd Sa‘d and Sana’{ in Persian, and Buhturi
in Arabic. In one instance, a line of Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s poetry is juxtaposed
with lines from the poetry of Abti Firds HamdAnt, his counterpart sab-
styar poet in the Arabic canon, indicating that medieval audiences read
these poets together. Among the varied topics discussed in this mirror
for princes, exile and incarceration figure quite prominently, and
when Dimna is imprisoned by the king, there is an appropriate quota-
tion from Mas‘id Sa‘d.'® Thus, the state of imprisonment came to be
naturally associated with the name of Mas‘id Sa‘d, even after the fact.

At the other end of the world of Persian poetry, which was another
frontier of Islam and a breeding-ground for innovative poets, two
Caucasian poets, Khaqant and Falaki, also experienced imprisonment
and, like Mas‘(d Sa‘d, wrote poems about this experience (although
it bears repeating that no imprisoned Persian poet until Bahar in the
twentieth century would write anything more than a poem or two
while incarcerated). Naumann’s premise that ‘[t]he reception of a lite-
rary work is not, in fact, the outcome of a knowing that could be sepa-
rated off from the experience itself’!! is applicable in the case of these
imprisoned poets essentially rewriting Mas‘td Sa‘d’s prison poetry for
their own situations. Writing poetry in prison, these poets internalized
the experiences transmitted through the work of the earlier poet. The
personal life and literary career of Khigani bear remarkable similarities
to those of Mas‘(id Sa‘d’s: incarcerated while trying to go to the Seljuq
court, Khiqan{ imitated the practice of writing poetry in prison from

10 Kalila wa Dimné, ed. M. Danishpazhth (Tehran: Hirmand, 1374/1995),
107.
1 “Literary Production and Reception,” 118.
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the example of his great predecessor and wrote five qasidas in the sab-
styar genre. One of them is in fact his most famous poem, the gasidah-
yi tarsd fyah, in which he utilizes Christian imagery in a most original
and innovative way.'?It has not previously been noticed that Mas‘td
Sa‘d has a habsiyah qasida in which he describes his pen, using Christ-

ian motifs:

You could say it is Jesus son of Mary

who as a baby became known for speaking.
When they took it from water and soil,
it had a mother but no father . . .

It rejuvenates every dead meaning—

behold its wondrous power and success!
How amazing! look how the pen
forms a cross with the fingers.

Like Jesus they mean to kill it,

since they lop its head off every hour.
But when it is crucified on the fingers
its position and rank are exalted.

It reaches that lofty heaven because

beyond that there is no path for the soul.
Since its actions are of a Christian,
why do its traces seem Manichean? (Q137)

Since Khiqgani had read Mas‘ad Sa‘d’s poetry, especially his habsiyit,
itis possible that Mas‘(id Sa‘d’s poem was partly an inspiration for his
gasida. In comparison, Mas‘(id Sa‘d’s poem is short and quite unambi-
tious in the extent and complexity of the Christian images it employs,
none of which are foreign to the general repertoire of the classical Pers-
ian poet, whereas Khaqani’s poem is complex and reveals his know-
ledge of the subtleties of the practice of Christianity.!? Prison was not

12 For the background and commentary on this qasida, see V. Minorsky’s
article, ‘Khiqaniand Andronicus Comnenus,” in Bulletin of the Schoolfor Oriental
and African Studies 11 (1944), 550-78.

13 The following is Beelaert’s summation of Khaqan{’s style, ‘Each of the qasi-
dis is a highly individual work, in which the conventions of the genre are trans-
formed to such an extent thata feeling of déja-/u almost never occurs. Frequently,
philosophicallyambitious, always intellectually demanding, they displaya richness
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the only bond they shared; like other poets of the time, Khigani had
to contend with the negative aspects of a poetic career, and sometimes
a figure like Mas‘ad Sa‘d, who ended up being successful and pros-
perous, is not seen in the most positive light in Khiqani’s poetry. In
the following gir'ah, in the course of brooding over the action of an
imitator who probably caused him some grief by stealing his poem,
Khéigani mentions the relationship of Mas‘td Sa‘d to ‘Unsuri:

KhAaqgani , don’t be depressed by this trivial matter,
for every imitator of your poetry is your enemy.
Although you are broken-hearted by the blow of ignominy,
how will you repair your broken heart?
In the absence of a just man there is no difference between knowledge
and ignorance—
when you don’t see an old Z4l in Sistan or in Bust.
Is Mas‘(d Sa‘d not a distinguished poet in your eyes?
Everyone who searched his poetry found a flowing treasure.
He wrote in ‘Unsurf’s style and is ‘Unsuri’s enemy,
for in his qasidas he has pointed jibes [at ‘Unsuri].
Fire comes from iron and it makes iron liquid,
iron comes from rock and it weakens the rock.
A rebellious son grabs his father’s beard at the start,
a wicked stallion attacks his mother’s hand first.
Alas! there is no cure for the workings of fate,
for a stye has grown in the eye of our times.!
Khiqan{’s relationship to Mas‘td Sa‘d is equivalent to that of Mas‘td
Sa'd’s to ‘Unsuri. Although Khaqant’s references to Mas‘ad Sa‘d’s
jibes at ‘Unsuri are not clear to the modern reader, he seems to be say-
ing that in order to become a great poet one must start by imitating a

master, becoming independent and alienating oneself from the former

in imagery nobody in his age was to surpass. Even more than other classical Persian
poets he was a mannerist, in the sense that he was always playing the intertextual
game, and emulation of other poets was a powerful incentive for him,” A Cure for
the Grieving, 3.

' Divin, 618.
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in the process. He himself has followed Mas‘td Sa‘d stylistically but
wished to be recognized for himself, as he certainly has been over the
centuries.

Another poet at the court of the Sharvinshahs, Falaki (d. before
1181-82), most of whose poetic output has been lost, pays homage to
Mas‘td Sa‘d in these lines which have survived:

If Mas‘Gd had had my poetic style,

Sa‘d Salman’s soul would have blessed it a hundred times."

At the same time, Falaki is also invoking Mu‘izzi, who had utilized this
rhyme earlier in homage to Mas‘td Sa‘d. Falaki was also in prison
for awhile and there is one extant habsiyah poem by him; although he
does not mention Mas‘tid Sa‘d in it, his influence can be seen through-
out it:

I have no problem-solver for my affairs.

What can I do? Fate is not with me.
Being patient and waiting is killing me, yet
there is no solution but to be patient and wait.'¢

There are five poems in Mas‘(id Sa‘d’s dvén with this rhyme, includ-
ing a long habsiyah qasida that begins:

My heart is frightened by oblivion,
my body is worried about its health. (Q36)

and also the well-known commentary on the state of affairs of his time:

No one feels sorrow for the state,

Islam is not being adhered to. (Q37)

5 Divin-i Hakim Najm al-Din Mubammad Falaki Sharvini, ed. Shahib
Tahir (Tehran: Ibn-I Sind, 1345/1966), 112. The divin, composed of fragments
gathered from different sources, was first edited by Hadi Hasan (London: Royal
Asiatic Society, 1929); Hadi’s short study on this poet, Falaki-i-Shirwani: His
Times, Life, and Works (London: Royal Asiatic Society, 1929), is a good source
for the poet’s life as well as the history of the Sharvanshahs.

16 Divan, ibid., 23—4.
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Either of the above could have been the model for Falaki although it
is difficult to speak much of influence of other poets on him given the
absence of his divin.

A poetof immense stature of this period, Anvari (d. ca. 1190), active
at the Seljuq court, describes in a gir‘ah the sorry state of affairs of the
world without his patron:

In the offerings of an auction for salvation,

the battle with the carnal soul became equal to the soul.
My body has becomes the fortress of Nay, and in it
my soul has became Mas‘dd Sa‘d Salman."”

The mystical imagery is quite unusual for Anvari but the metaphor in
the second bayt is strikingly beautiful. This is one of the earliest pieces
of evidence illustrating the transformation of the image of Mas‘id Sa‘d
from that of a great poet to that of a suffering human being. Even the
two Caucasian poets, despite their own experiences of incarceration,
could only view Mas‘(id Sa‘d as a model and kindred spirit—they do
notactually describe his incarcerated persona. But from then on, it was
this image that would endure and find a place in the poetry of other
poets. This phenomenon was partly caused by the passage of time, and
partly by the role of Mas‘td Sa‘d’s biographers.

A few decades after the poet’s death, in his Chahir magéilah, Nizami
‘Ar(zi included an anecdote concerning the reason Mas‘(id Sa‘d was
imprisoned. Due to the wide readership that this text has enjoyed over
the centuries, it is almost entirely responsible for the subsequent image
of Mas‘tid Sa‘d as a poet languishing in prison. Here is the anecdote:

In the year 572 [actually 472] a malicious person carried the tale to Sultan
Ibrahim that his son, Sayf al-Dawlah Amir Mahmd, intended to go in-
to the service of Malikshah [the Seljuq] in Iraq. The king became jealous
and had him suddenly arrested, bound and sent to a fortress. His boon

7 Dtvan-i Anvari, ed. M.T. Mudarris-Razavi (Tehran: Intisharat-i ‘IImi va
Farhangi, 1372/1993), 1044. For a comparison of the relative merits of Mas‘td
Sa‘d and Anvari, see Shamisa, Zindini-i Niy, 88-9.
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companions were bound and sent to the fortress, among them was Mas‘tid
Sa‘d Salman, who was sent to the fortress of Nay in Vajiristan. He sent a
diibayti to the sultan from the fortress of Nay:

O king! Malikshah should be imprisoned

so that your chains can chafe a king’s feet.

He who is from the lineage of Sa‘d-i Salman

will not harm your kingdom even if it become poisonous.

‘Ali Khass brought this ditbayti to the sultan, [but] ithad no effect on him.
Discerning people know what degree the habsiyit of Mas‘(id have reached
in loftiness and what rank they have in eloquence. When I read his poems,
my hair stands on end and I start weeping. They read all these poems to
the king; he heard them but was not touched at all, and departed from the
world leaving that noble man to languish in prison. His period of incarcer-
ation was twenty years due to his closeness to Sayf al-Dawlah, and in the
time of Sultan Mas‘(id-i Ibrahim, due to his closeness to Abt Nasr-i Parst,
it was eight years. He created so many excellent qasidas and precious gems
that it is unheard of. After eight years Sigat al-Mulk T4hir ‘Ali Mushkin
got him freed. Thus that noble man spent his entire life during their [the
sultans’] reigns in prison and this ignominy will remain on that House [of
Ghazna]. I am at a loss as to what to attribute this situation: to obstinacy,
misguided judgment, hardheartedness or malice? In short, it is not praise-
worthy and I have not seen any wise man praise this dynasty for this paran-
oid act. T heard the King of the World Ghiy4s al-Duny4 va al-Din Muham-
mad ibn Malikshah at the gates of Hamadan during the incident of Amir
Shahab al-Din Qutulmush Alp Ghazi, who was his brother-in-law, say,
“To keep an enemy in prison is malice for two reasons; either he is good or
bad; if he is good, to keep him in prison is a crime; if he is evil, to let an evil
man live is a crime too.” In short, Mas‘(d’s trials came to an end and that
ignominy will remain until [the day of] Resurrection.'®

Although not quite the ‘true’ version of the events of Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s life,
this is a remarkable commentary on the power wielded by unjust

18 Chabir magilah, 70-2.
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patrons over poets, and, as seen eatlier, evidence of the reception of our
poet’s body of habsiyit.

Around this time too, Mas‘(id Sa‘d’s name became inscribed in the
narrative of Persian poetry itself. As the so-called great age of court
poetry was ending, the Eastern world of Persian poetry was again
shaken up, this time by the Mongol invasion, which was to indirectly
provide the impetus for the history of Persian literature to be recorded.
‘Awfl, who traveled around in Khorasan and Central Asia in a time of
turmoil, eventually found himself at the provincial court of Sultan
Niasir al-Din Qab4chah in Uchh, Sind. Here, in ca. 1221, he wrote the
Lubib al-albib, the first extant tazkirah of Persian poets.'” Having lost
his books and papers, it was in exile and in a politically unstable period
that he began to write the history of this relatively recent literary tradi-
tion. Being the earliest writer of such a dictionary in Persian, he still
remains the authority on the biographies of the early Persian poets and
the literary history of that period. Placing him among the poets of the
house of the Seljugs and Ghaznavids, ‘Awfi writes about Mas‘tid Sa‘d:

Mas‘(id Sa‘d, who was a rare gem of his age and a learned man among the
people, at times flew on the wings of fortune in the heights of the majestic
sky and at times was clipped of his wings in the ups and downs of the world;
at times like the 74y (sugarcane) he sweetened the palate of the world’s soul
with wisdom and at times in the fortress of Nay he swallowed the bitter poi-
son of events. He performed noble gestes in the land of India and spent his
lifein honourand prosperity . . . and although his birthplace was Hamadan

19 For details on his life, see Mumtaz Ali Khan, Some Important Persian Prose
Writings of the Thirteenth Century ad in India (Aligarh: Department of Persian,
Aligarh Muslim University, 1970), 87-102. The author discusses the idiosyn-
cratic nature of the dictionary and the omission of poets like Asadi Ttsi, Nasir
Khusraw, ‘Umar KhayyAm and Falaki Sharvani, but this fact reflects the literary
preferences as well as the availability of the poets’ works at that time and place. So
far there has been no critical evaluation of the wzkirah genre, other than Ahmad
Gulchin Ma‘ant’s survey, Tdrikh-I razkirahhi-yi First, 2nd ed. (Tehran: Kitab-
khanah-yi Islimi, 1363/1984). A systematic study of these would illuminate the
process of shifting of tastes and aesthetics over the centuries as well as clarify issues
of canonization in Persian literature.
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everyone knows that his affairs prospered in the Eastern land and he be-
came known among the accomplished men of his time; and in history
books they know him as the poet of this country. For this reason he is men-
tioned in this class, and he has the right to be mentioned in the class of min-
isters, since his poetry is more than all the poets and he has three divins:
one in Arabic, one in Persian, and one in Hindu'i; so he is included in this
class, and whatever of his poetry has been heard is masterfully pleas-
ant... %0
This is followed by selections from eight poems, none of which are
among Mas‘id Sa‘d’s best or most representative. Scant in biographi-
cal details, this account is nevertheless a useful indicator of the extent
of knowledge writers had about this poet nearly a century after his
death.

The second razkirah was written almost two hundred and fifty
years after ‘Awfi’s, by Dawlatshah at the Timurid court in Herat in
1487, when there was a massive effort to copy manuscripts and pre-
serve the literary tradition of Persian.?! Apparently Dawlatshah did
not use ‘Awfl as his source, and his biography of Mas‘td Sa‘d is such
a fabrication that one cannot help but be amazed by a man of letters
passing off fiction as biography. He writes:

He is Jurjani and his dfvin has a great reputation in ‘Irdq-i ‘Ajam, Tabaris-
tan and Dar al-Marz. He was [living] in the time of Amir ‘Unsur al-Ma‘ali
Manuchihr ibn Q4b{is and is a man of learning. He also has many Arabic
poems, and towards the end of his life he gave up panegyrizing princes and
nobles and composed qasidas about unity and gnosticism that consist of
zuhdiydt and asceticism. The learned ones and great men swear by him,
as Falaki Sharvani says in his autobiography, mentioning Mas‘(d’s poetry:

If Mas‘ad had had my poetic style,

Sa‘d Salman’s soul would have blessed it a hundred times.??

20 Lubbb al-albib, 733.

2! For the Timurid court and its literature, see Maria Eva Subtelny’s The Poetic
Circle ar the Court of the Timurid Sultan Husain Baiqara, and its Political Signi-
ficance (Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard University, 1979).

22 Tuzgkirat al-shu'ard, 39.
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He then cites the only poem by Mas‘td Sa‘d in a Sufi vein, a girah
(143) that begins:

When I saw with a discerning eye
that the world now is a nihilistic abode . . .

The rest of the entry is devoted to the story of the above-mentioned
alleged patron of Mas‘tid Sa‘d and not to the poet himself.

The three biographical sketches quoted above would inform all
the later accounts of the poet, garbled as Dawlatshah’s version is and
unreliable as ‘Awfl’s data are. The most significant contribution from
‘Awfl’s account to the hagiographic narrative of Mas‘(id Sa‘d is that he
wrote poetry in three languages; it will be seen below how this careless
bit of information has contributed to serious issues of canonization of
the poet in modern India.

B. Muas%id Sa'd in Iran

From the Timurid until the Qajar period, in the entire intervening
reign of the Safavids, Mas‘(id Sa‘d does not appear to have had a direct
impact on poets writing in Persian. Trying to gauge his influence is a
difficult process since this was the age when the ghazal form had be-
come predominant, as opposed to the qasida which was the form privi-
leged by Mas‘(id Sa‘d, and the poetics of Persian poetry had been in a
subtle but continual process of evolution.”> Ghaznavid poetry must
have appeared dated to the readers in this period and was not consider-
ed fashionable enough to imitate. Judging from the surviving manus-
cripts of Mas‘td Sa‘d’s divdn, which are all from the Safavid, Mughal
or Qajar periods,? it can safely be concluded that although he was
known and his divdn copied, he was not admired in the way that
Khiqani and Anvari were in India. Only from the eighteenth century

2 When one begins such an investigation, it is possible to see influences across
poetic forms, such as in the instance of Hafiz. See Muhammad Mu'‘in, ‘DifA‘ az
dt gliyandah-yi buzurg (tazmin-i yak bayt),” Jilvah 2 (1325/1946), 35-9; Nauri-
yan, ‘Shi‘r-i Mas‘tid-i Sa‘d dar divan-i Hafiz, /fyanddh 12 (1365/1986), 192—4.

2 For a list of manuscripts of his divan, see De Blois, Persian Literature, 5/2:
414-15. MahdiNariyan hasinformed me thatsince then some additional manus-
cripts of the poet have surfaced in Turkey and Russia.
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onwards, when poets in Iran, weary of the sabk-i Hindj, turned back
to read and imitate the old sabk-i Khurdsini poetry, especially the
Ghaznavid panegyrists, did Mas‘tid Sa‘d come back into circulation;?
the qasida form was (ab)used again as panegyric poetry flourished at
the Qajar court. This is when his impact seems to have been felt most
strongly; his divin was copied several times, and later lithographed
in 1879 in Tehran. In a poem complaining about the times, Qa’ani
(d. 1854) invokes not one but two poets who lived and suffered eight
hundred years before him:

When the earth works witchcraft and heaven plays tricks,
the mind becomes disturbed and the brain confused . . .
Sometimes it contrives against Nasir Khusraw
so that he is imprisoned in Yumgan in Badakhshan.
At other times it strives against Mas‘(d Sa‘d

so that it installs him in a Lahore prison.?

This is a reference to the prisoner persona of Mas‘tid Sa‘d (and Nasir
Khusraw as his contemporary) after a lapse of many centuries, with a
deliberate intent to evoke a bygone age. The Qajar poet Na‘im wrote
a qasida, translated and discussed briefly by Browne, explicating the
doctrines of the Bahai faith in a rhyme adopted from a poem of Mas‘td
Sa‘d. Another Qajar poet, Sama’i, wrote a qasida for the last Shiite
imam borrowing a well-known refrain from Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s poem.?® In
the realm of prose, the Qajar man of letters, Riz4 Quli Khian Hid4yat,
dedicated forty pages to Mas‘td Sa‘d in his voluminous tazkirah,
Majma* al-fusahd, his narrative derived from those of the triad of bio-
graphers of Mas‘tid Sa‘d discussed above.?

5 See the excellent study of the bdzgasht movement by the contemporary poet
and scholar Shams Langaradi, Maktab-i bizgasht (Tehran, 1372/1993), for
the complex historical and literary process of this shift in aesthetics in eighteenth-
century Iran, esp. 19-79.

26 Divin-i Hakim Qa’ani,ed. M.]. Mabhjiib (Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1336/1957),
181.

77 Literary History of Persia, 4:198-220.

28 Na'ini’s Tazkirah-i madinat al-adab (Tehran: Majlis, 1376/1997), B: 76-7.

29 Ed. Mazahir Musaffa (Tehran: Masavi, 1340/1961), 1191-1239.
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In the twentieth century, the greatest impact of Mas‘(d Sa‘d can
be seen on the so-called last classical Persian poet, Malik al-shu'ard
Muhammad Tagqi Bahar (d. 1951),% perhaps not so much in any di-
rect influence of rhyme or imagery but in the shared experience of
prison, which inspired both poets to produce poetry of the first order.
Bahar had an extremely charged political career, being actively in-
volved with the Democratic Party. As a result, he spent short periods
of time in the prisons of both the Qajars and the Pahlavis, as was cust-
omary for reformists and intellectuals of the time.?! Bahar’s body of
habsiydt poetry comprises poems in several genres, including a masnavi,
Karndmah-yi zindin, that describes prison life in modern-day Tehran.
In terms of prison poetics, Bahar’s poetry is not classical at all but quite
modern, reflecting the literary currents of the period he lived in.>? In
the poem entitled Ba's al-shikva, written in 1918 to protest the closing
of all the newspapers of Tehran, BahAr not only incorporates a refrain
of Mas‘td Sa‘d but also compares himself explicitly to the Ghaznavid
poet; he invokes the two masters of the Ghaznavid age as Qa’ani did:

My crime is that at every step
I have been disappointed like the son of Sa‘d Salmén.
I am hidden from this group; you could say

I am Nasir [Khusraw] and Tehran is my Yumgin.?

This radif is also a take on the three gasa id-i niiniyah of Mas‘d Sa‘d,
all written in prison. As with Qa’4ni, Mas‘(id Sa‘d and Nasir Khusraw
are invoked together, their poetry of suffering having lumped them
into a single category in the eyes of the moderns. Bahar also wrote the
only imitation, to my knowledge, of Mas‘(id Sa‘d’s most famous and

30 See Kamyar ‘Abidi, Bib yédd-i mihan (Tehran: Nashr-i Salis, 1376/1997),
231.

31 Eor a short overview of BahAr’s life, see M.B. Loraine’s article in Elr.

32 For Baharand the emergence of modern poetry, see Ahmad Karimi-Hakkak,
Recasting Persian Poetry: Scenarios of Poetic Modernity in Iran (Salt Lake City: Uni-
versity of Utah Press, 1995), 104-36.

3 Divin-i ash ar-i shadravin Mubammad Taqi Bahir Malik al-shu ari (Tehran:
Amir Kabir, 1344/1965), 324-5.
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appealing poem, the apostrophe to Lahore, discussed in chapter two.
Bahar’s poem begins:

Woe! O wide expanse of Tehran, how are you?
Under the flag of Iran’s leader, how are you?*

However, in an ironic twist that marks the dawn of Iranian modernity,
Bahar depicts Tehran as the pathetic victim of a corrupt and cruel
taskmaster in contrast to Mas‘td Sa‘d’s beloved, loving and nourish-
ing hometown. No two poets could have been so different stylistically,
yet there is much that they share in terms of their prison life and their
exploitation of this experience. The fundamental philosophical differ-
ence between them is that whereas Bahar is constantly challenging the
political and social order of his times and reviles those in power who
are responsible for his imprisonment, Mas‘id Sa‘d never blamed any-
thing but fate for his situation, and only sought to regain his position
among the ruling elite.

The modern Iranian poet, Raht Mu‘ayyiri, whose poetry is inform-
ed by classical themes, especially in the ghazal form,* wrote the fol-
lowing poem in 1968, just before his death:

THE PRISONER OF NAY

O Poet! Compose poetry lofty like stars, for
not every word raises the poet to heaven.
A person becomes immortal through his timeless poetry—
no more fantasies of the darkness and the water of life!
If literature didn’t exist, the poet’s name wouldn’t last;
Badakhshan is famous for its abundant rubies, after all.
Poetry doesn’t have an effect until,
with fiery eloquence, you put your heart and soul into it.
Sing a poem of Mas‘d [Sa‘d] so you can clearly see
the traces of hot tears and burning sighs.
Prince of the vast realm of poetry,
who raised his lofty pavilion to heaven,

34 Divén, 687-8.
3 Yasufi’s essay, ‘Ghubari dar biyaban,” in Chashmah-yi rawshan, 509-19, is
a useful overview of this poet’s work.
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when his lips recited metrical words
the nightingales did not dare to sing their songs.

A jealous rival caused him to be put in chains—

strangely, Solomon was imprisoned by a demon!
Many a night in the terrible prison, out of frustration
he rent his collar like the break of day.

Many a night like the twilight he dyed

his sleeves and skirt with the tears of his eyes and heart.
The many pearls that rained from his talent’s treasure
adorned his prison cell like a treasure-house.

Calamity did not leave any traces of dust on his skirt;

can the whirlwind trouble a mountain’s foundation?
Every time that fate made to kill him,
it caused him to compose a poem and live on.

With his resolve he wrested away fate’s hand

and exhausted the moving firmament in battle.
Lahore is proud of him—and rightly so—
as Zabulistan is proud of Zal’s son [Rustam].

Hail to that musk-laden pen that

penned that divédn which is the envy of Khutan.
Bravo! to the lyrics of Mas‘td and his winsome poems!
that rejuvenate the soul like aged wine.

He is indeed the pride of the realm of poetry—

a rose-garden is adorned by the new spring.
I will call you heaven, lofty Lahore,
since you nurtured that bright sun.

Mas‘tid made your name famous

as the master of all poets [Firdawsi] made Khurasan.
Instead of kohl, Raht lovingly applies to his eyes
the dust of Mas‘tid Sa‘d Salmén’s grave.>

This is a touching tribute from a modern poet to a classical one, and
although Rahi was never in prison himself, he was thoroughly in touch
with the spirit of pre-modern poetry. The text is replete with classical
touches, from the rhyme itself, earlier utilized by both Mu'‘izzi and
Falaki in honour of Mas‘tid Sa‘d, to a reference to Farrukhi’s opening

3 Barin-i subhgihi (Tehran: Sukhan, 1378/1999), 279-82.
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line in the Somnath qasida eschewing the story of Alexander (here in-
directly alluded to in line two). By mentioning Lahore, he is not merely
alluding to Mas‘id Sa‘d’s birthplace but also to the latter’s well-known
qgasida addressed to it. Above all, Rahi is making a statement about the
relevance of poetry: there is a universal quality in poetry all the way
from classical times to our own; it mentally rejuvenates the reader and
thus extends its own lifespan and currency. Mas‘tid Sa‘d is also the sub-
ject of this 7ubd 7by Rahi. It has the thyme word ‘Lahore’ and perma-
nently links the poet’s name with that city:

Mas‘(id who obtained glory due to Lahore

shines like the light of dawn due to Lahore.

The leader of poets in Arabic and Persian,
whether [he is] from Hamadan or from Lahore.?”

In our own times, Shabgir Ptilddvand, a young Afghani poet living
in exile writes touchingly about the political and social upheavels in his
homeland. In a poem about despair and isolation, he invokes Mas‘td

Sa‘d:

My sleep

is the disturbed sleep of a prisoner

in Nay, a fortress that wears out the soul,
of the patience of ‘Mas‘td Sa‘d’.?®

Even though a thousand years apart, both poets suffered in and loved
the same land. It is the shared experience of exile and sorrow that links
modern poets such as Bahar and Shabgir to Mas‘td Sa‘d, while Raht
was taken by the classical poet’s story as others had been before him.

In Amir Mastd-i Sa‘d-i Salmin Hamadini,”® a text that is part-
fiction and part-history, ‘Ali Qavim told Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s story by quot-
ing from his poetry; this work was first serialized in the literary journal
Armaghin and then published as a book. Anthologies of Persian

37 Ibid., 330.

38 Dar ufug-1 fiji ah (Reinhausen, 1997).

3 Armaghian, v. 245, passim; and published separately as a monograph (Teh-
ran: Fardin, 1949).
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poetry like Bibisht-i sukban, edited by the poet Mahdi Hamidi, and
Ganj-i sukhan, edited by the eminent scholar Zabihullah Safa, have
included small selections of Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s poetry. Selected poems of
his have constantly been published in the twentieth century, from a
high school textbook in 1940 to a recent collection edited by the
scholar Sirtis Shamisa with a detailed introduction. Both editors of the
divin, Rashid Yasimi and Mahdi Nriy4n, have also published
selections of his work.4°

Muhammad Qazvin{’s article, translated by E.G. Browne in the
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, was the first scholarly study of the
poet and the basis for all subsequent articles or notices about Mas‘td
Sa‘d. But Browne, defining the parameters of Persian literature in
terms of modern geographic boundaries, did not give more than two
pages to Mas‘id Sa‘d in his monumental literary history of Iran. The
very opening of his work seeks to justify his position:

This book, as its title implies, is a history, not of the different dynasties
which have ruled in Persia and of the kings who composed those dynasties,
but of the Persian people. It is, moreover, the history of that people written
from a particular point of view—the literary. In other words, it is an at-
tempt to portray the subjective—that is to say, the religious, intellectual,
and aesthetic—characteristics of the Persians as manifested in their own
writings, or sometimes, when these fail, in those of their own neighbours.
Itis not, however, precisely a history of Persian Literature; since, on the one
hand, it will exclude from consideration the writings of those who, while
using the Persian language as the vehicle of their thought, were not of Pers-
ian race; and, on the other hand, it will include what has been written by
Persians who chose as their medium of expression some language other
than their mother-tongue. India, for example, has produced an extensive
literature of which the language is Persian, but which is not a reflex of the
Persian mind, and the same holds good in lesser degree of several branches
of the Turkish race, but with this literature we are in no wise concerned.“!

Is Mas‘id Sa‘d to be exiled once again, this time from the canon of

40 For a list of all selections, see Bibliography.
41 Browne, Literary History of Persia, 1: 3.
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Persian literature? Although they may be popular among readers,
poets writing at the margins of national boundaries do not have a
secure position in canons constructed on nationalistic lines that were
never stable anyway in the pre-modern period. This view raises many
thorny issues of canonization and national literatures that will be dis-
cussed in the following section under the rubric of Mas‘td Sa‘d as an
‘Indian’ poet.*

C. Masid Sa'd in India

One indication that Mas‘td Sa‘d did not fare as well in India as in Iran
is that there are hardly any manuscripts of the poet’s work in Indian
collections, although the movements of such literary artifacts in the
colonial period can give a distorted picture of reading habits and lite-
rary tastes. This claim is supported by the fact that his d7vdn was never
lithographed, published or edited in India, which is unusual for a poet
now considered a major figure in the Indo-Persian canon. The roots
of this may go back to the Mughal and Safavid period, when his recep-
tion was at a nadir and he was relegated to being anthologized in bio-
graphical dictionaries. The bdzgasht movement that rediscovered the
Ghaznavid poets was a purely Iranian phenomenon and marks the
division of what was heretofore one literary tradition in Iran and India.
In India, Persian poetry continued in the sabk-i Hind; style, privileg-
ing the ghazal form over others, and when poets did look to the older
classical poets as models, they paid attention to the more difficult poets
like Khaqgéiniand Anvari. Beginning in the eighteenth century, Persian
texts did not travel between Iran and India as freely as they had before,
a fact that can be inferred from Riza Quli Khin Hidayat’s tazkirah,
which does not include any Indian poet of the period. With the in-
creased use of Urdu for poetry, it became necessary to create a classical
tradition for it, and thus began the emergence of the ‘Indo-Persian’

“2 1 follow Jan Gorak’s definition of a canon as ‘a coherent body of art, a body
of texts larger than the sum of its parts’ instead of ‘a servant of larger ideological
forces or . . . an assembly of texts invested with the authority of tradition,” The
Making of the Modern Canon: Genesis and Crisis of a Literary Idea (London:
Athlone, 1991), 259-60.
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literary consciousness and its split from its Iranian other.%3 Around this
time, biographical dictionaries became narrowed by region and local-
ity rather than sweeping and all-inclusive, providing groundwork for
the nationalistic canons that would be established in the twentieth
century.

In an event fraught with irony, in the mid-seventeenth century
when Indian courts had become the centres for production of court
poetry, the Iranian poet Kalim (d. 1650), who would go on to become
the Mughal poet laureate at Shah Jahan’s court in Delhi, was impri-
soned on his arrival in India in the fort of Shahdarak (Deccan), on the
charge of being a spy. While in prison he wrote two habsiyah poems
in the git @b form, one of which is in imitation of the famous Christian
qgasida by Khaqani:

O lofty ranked one, do you never ask why

fate harrasses me mercilessly?

and:

I will recite aloud the story of my grievances against fate—
perhaps my cry will reach the court of Navvab Khan. %

4 On the related problem of why ‘sometime in the early nineteenth century,
users of (Indian) Persian, and Urdu, lost their self-confidence and began to privi-
lege all Indo-Persian writers against the other two’, see Shamsur Rahman Faruqi’s
insightful article, ‘Unprivileged Power: The Strange Case of Persian (and Urdu)
in Nineteenth-Century India,” in The Annual of Urdu Studies 13 (1998), 3-30.
Faruqi writes, “This paper states a problem, but it makes no attempt to present a
solution’; the whole question of Persian in India in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries needs critical reexamination. Also of interest, especially for the Iranians
vs. Indians issue of the eighteenth century, see Muzaffar Alam’s “The Pursuit of
Persian: Language in Mughal Politics,” Modern Asian Studies 32 (1998), 317-49;
and Mohammad Tavakoli-Targhi’s ‘Orientalism’s Genesis Amnesia,” Comparat-
ive Studies of South Asia, Africa, and the Middle East 16 (1996), 1-14.

44 Like Gulchin Ma‘Ant’s larger work mentioned above, ‘Alf Rizd Naqavi’s
Tazkirahnivisi-i Farst dar Hind va Pakistin (Tehran: ‘Ilmi, 1964) is a useful des-
criptive list of biographical dictionaries but provides no critical evaluation of the
genre.

S Divén-i Abi Talib Kalim Hamadini, ed. Muhammad Qahraman (Mashhad:
Astan-i Quds-i Razavi, 1369/1990), 103, 106.
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Through the intermediary of Khigani, the genealogy of the rhymes
and images of Kalim’s two poems go back to Mas‘td Sa‘d. The reason
this incident is significant is that once again a Persian poet was incarce-
rated in India, this time at the end, rather than at the beginning, of an
important era in Persian literary history. Writing babsiyit became an
established practice in India, and poets like the Mughal emperor Shah
‘Alam Aftab%and Ghalib Dihlavi*’ both wrote a few prison poems, al-
though it is doubtful that they had read Mas‘d Sa‘d’s poetry.
Since Mas‘(id Sa‘d was born and lived in India, it has been suggested
that the origins of the ornate and rhetorical Indian style of Persian
poetry, sabk-i Hindj, prevalent in India during the Mughal period, be
sought in the works of our poet. In the words of Aziz Ahmad:

[E]lements, which are the components of this highly symbolical, fanciful
and complex style, can be traced as early as the beginning of the eleventh
century in certain poems of Ab(i-‘Abd-Allh Razbih an-Nakati. Mas‘td
Sa‘d Salmén, writing in Ghaznavid Lahore, has two distinct styles. One of
these is the simple, straightforward ‘Khurisin?’, but the other one is closer
to the later intellectualized ‘Indian style’ in its efforts to create difficulties
of expression for itself.®

Although Mas‘tid Sa‘d does have two distinct styles, his difficult non-
habsiyah poetic diction is the language of the panegyric qasida and
therefore not to be taken as a proto-sabk-i Hindi style, the favour-
ed poetic form of which was in any case the ghazal. Mas‘td Sa‘d’s

46 Mirza ‘Alf Lutf, Tazkira-yi Gulshan-I Hind (Lucknow: U.P. Urd Akidemi,
1986), 10-12. The last Mughal emperor, Bahidur Shah Zafar also wrote Urdu
poetry in exile which contains habsiydt images.

47 Divén-i Ghéalib Diblavi, ed. Muhsin Kiyani (Tehran: Rawzanah, 1376/
1997), 293-5, 452-5.

48 An Intellectual History of Islam in India (Edinburgh: University Press, 1969),
77; Bahar holds the opposite and more convincing view that both Abi al-Faraj
Ranf and Mas‘(d Sa‘d share stylistic qualities with the earlier Ghaznavid poets,
‘Ravébit-i farhangi- Iran va Hind,” in Bahdr va adab-i Farsi, 135. In his opinion,
Amir Khusraw is the first Indian poet of Persian. Scholars also cannot resist the
temptation of assigning schools based on the regions in which poets lived.
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work must be placed in the context of his own literary milieu, as Waris
Kirmani suggests:

Early Indo-Persian poetry, however, is free from the display of craftsman-
ship. Abul Faraj Riini, Mas‘td Salman and many other poets belonging to
the pre-Sultanate and Sultanate period followed the style and also echoed
the feelings which were introduced by the great poets of Mahmad’s court
at Ghaznin.?”

It seems that the act of writing the history of literature has not re-
mained unaffected by political history:

The history of literature, in its own history, has been inseparable from the
emergence of the modern nation-state around 1800 and the subsequent
proliferation of nationalities-in-formation through collective scholarly
and public practices that have produced national selves capable of being
aware of their own, newly defined, shared accomplishments and heri-
tages.”

Thus, whether it be Browne writing the literary history of Iran rather
than the history of Persian literature, or scholars looking for a unifying
thread in a region’s literature, certain poets are left out or have a role
created for them retrospectively. In anthologies of Indo-Persian poe-
try, the modern-day tazkirahs, AbG al-Faraj Rani is usually the first
name, followed by Mas‘Gd Sa‘d Salmin. In Muhammad Ikram’s
Armaghin-i Pik, compiled to honour the Shah and Shahbanu in
1954, and in the more recent anthology of Indo-Persian poets by
Waris Kirmani, Dreams Forgotten, the first name on the list is Abu al-
Faraj Rint, followed by Mas‘td Sa‘d Salmén.! As long as claims for
separate literary schools and influences are not made, there is of course
nothing terrible in compiling anthologies of regional poets. But what

4 Dreams Forgotten: An Anthology of Indo-Persian Poetry (Aligarh: Department
of Persian, Aligarh Muslim University, 1984), 8.

%0 Jonathan Arac, “What is the History of Literature?” in The Uses of Literary
History, ed. Marshall Brown (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), 33.

31 Also see Persian Literature in the Indo-Pakistan Sub-Continent by Ghulam
Mustafa Khan (Lahore: Barque, 1972), which, sinceitis an anthology of both poe-
try and prose, begins with Hujviri.
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of poets who do not fall into certain neat categories or whose complete
works are not extant? The question is further complicated by the issues
of the languages the poet chose to use; with Mas‘id Sa‘d, this is a most
thorny problem with few satisfactory solutions.

In the twentieth century, Mas‘(d Sa‘d has become the site of con-
testation between two competing literary histories, Urdu and Hindi.*?
Many tazkirah writers have repeated ‘Awfl’s statement that Mas‘ad
Sa‘d had divéns in three languages: Persian, Arabic and Hind’%;. Even
Amir Khusraw repeats this statement but it does not appear that he had
actually seen or heard the Hind(1't poems.> Since not a single line of
Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s poetry in Hind@’t (or Hindavi or Panjabi, i.e., a North
Indian vernacular of the region of Lahore) survives in a written or oral
source, this problem has inspired much debate and led to problems
with including him in the canons of modern Hindi and Urdu, both
heirs to the Hind ('l of Mas‘id Sa‘d’s time. Two European orientalists,
A. Sprenger and N. Bland, separately addressed this question in 1853
and came to the conclusion that, given the fact that Mas‘ad Sa‘d was
born in India, it was entirely possible for him to have written poetry
in a vernacular. Sprenger confidently asserts that ‘[t]he very name of
‘Dywan’ which is given to Mas‘d’s collection of Hindustany poe-
try is a guarantee, that it did not consist of Slokas, Kabits, and Dohras,
but of Mathnawies, Qagydas and Ghazals written in the Persian char-
acter.”® He adds that ‘surrounded by Hind slave women as the
Mohammadan nobles of Indian courts always were, it is not unlikely
that the language of India was his mother-tongue.” Sprenger is pro-
jecting his observations of the Indo-Muslim culture of his time onto

52 For the appropriation of Mas‘id Sa‘d in the canon of modern Hindi litera-
ture, see R.S. McGregor, Hindi Literature from Its Beginnings to the Nineteenth
Century (Wiesbaden: O. Harrassowitz, 1984), 8-9, 11. For Urdu, see Shamsur
Rahman Farugqi’s forthcoming article, ‘Aspects of Early Urdu Literary Culture.’

53 Dibiachah-yi Ghurrat al-kamil, ed. Syed Ali Haidar (Patna: Institute of P.G.
Studies and Research in Arabic and Persian Learning, 1988), 97-8.

> ‘Barly Hindustany Poetry,” Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal 5 (1953),
413. Following the various accounts of the poet’s life in tazkirahs, Sprenger’s ver-
sion is quite garbled.
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the Ghaznavid period, about which we do not have much informa-
tion. In his piece on the poet, N. Bland was responding to an article
by the scholar Garcin de Tassy in which the latter discusses the role of
the Persian poet Sa‘di Shirazi as the first poet of Hindustani. Bland’s
analysis of the rather confusing and conflicting facts concerning
Mas‘td Sa‘d is sounder than Sprenger’s, and he convincingly argues
that many Persian poets, especially in Ottoman Turkey and India,
were bilingual or trilingual and composed poetry in all the languages
that they knew.>

In the linguistically complicated and problematic history of the
languages that go by the names of Hind®’1, Hindavi, Hindustani,
Hindi and Urdu, the Persian poet Amir Khusraw Dihlavi has been as-
signed a major place mostly on the basis of the orally-transmitted, and
to a large extent apocryphal, poetic compositions in these languages
which have attributed to him. Amir Khusraw’s position is remarkably
similar to that of Mas‘td Sa‘d: both were of non-Indic stock but born
in India (Amir Khusraw’s mother was Indian), and both are supposed
to have contributed to the development of the vernacular language of
North Indian Muslims and Hindus.*® As to the question of whether
Mas‘td Sa‘d composed any poetic works in Indian vernaculars, it is
entirely possible that he did, but given the complete lack of supporting
evidence, with the exception of one statement made by the unreliable
biographer ‘Awfl, to whom all similar subsequent statements can be
traced, I consider this a moot question.”” Though the fact is that there

55 ‘Lettre 2 Garcin de Tassy, sur Mas‘oud, poéte Persan et Hindoui,” Journal
Asiatique Se série, tome 2 (Sept.—Oct. 1853), 356-69. For the baffling ques-
tion of Sa‘di as the first poet of Hindi, see Garcin de Tassy, ‘Observation,” Journal
Asiatique Se série, tome 2 (Sept.—Oct. 1853), 369-71; Browne, Literary History
of Persia, 2: 522-3.

56 For a traditional comparison of Mas‘tid Sa‘d and Amir Khusraw, see Sayyid
Hashmi Faridabadi, ‘Mas‘0d Sa‘d aur Amir Khusraw,” Oriental College Magazine
(1964), 84-97.

57 Compare Qazvini’s conclusion: ‘Nor can it be contended that he omitted all
mention of Hindustini out of humility or dislike of ostentation, for in poems of
this class, wherein the poet’s intention is to glorify himself and vaunt his talents,
such qualities would be entirely out of place, besides which it would be absurd for
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was such poetry produced by Muslim poets: a remarkable example is
awork from Panjab or Rajasthan in Apabhramsa® called Sandesarisaka
by Abdurrahman, an approximate contemporary of Mas‘ad Sa‘d.>’
This work is in the bdrahmaisi genre discussed in chapter four. The
existence of such a work leads McGregor to conclude:

We may discount the biographers’ references to a Hindi divAn as such, and
think rather of composition of occasional verses or poems by Mas‘(id, of
which he may not have taken great account, just as Amir Khusrau (c. 1300)
speaks non-committally of his own ‘few Hindi compositions’ (cand nazm-
i hinds). To judge from Mas‘(d’s Persian poetry the ‘Hindi’ poetry which
he composed is likely to have included some making use of the Indian
theme of the changing seasons (bdrahmdsa), against which the emotions
of the individuals can be described.®

As has been suggested above, Mas‘tid Sa‘d’s relation to India is a com-
plex one. There is no denying the fact that he was influenced by his
Indian milieu, given the existence of such images as a pdn-eating be-
loved and a monsoon cloud. However, these few significant features
do not characterize the nature of the entire body of his poetry. Assign-
ing him to a particular stylistic school or national canon would be
doing a disservice to his poetry, which ranges across many styles and

anyone to boast of knowing two languages while concealing the fact that he was
acquainted with a third. Such action could be ascribed by sensible persons, not
to humility, but only to simplicity or inadvertence,” ‘Mas‘tid-i Sa‘d-i Salmén,’
700-1, to De Blois’ response, ‘[ T]his argument overlooks the fact that in Ghaz-
navid India Arabic and Persian were prestige languages, while the native tongues
were not. It would seem most likely that Mas‘(id, as the scion of a family long-
established—as he himself states—in Lahore, did know the local language and it
is thus not impossible that he might have composed the odd poem in it,” Persian
Literature, 414.

38 A late form of Middle Indo-Aryan that precedes the appearance of the Indic
vernaculars.

59 McGregor, Hindi Literature, 5; the text was edited by the Jain monk, Jina
Vijaya Muni (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1945). However, the identity of
this author and the form of his name are not without their own set of problems.

0 Ibid., 8.
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genres. He is simply a Persian poet who must be reckoned a significant
force in the history of the development of this poetry’s tradition. There
have been other poets active on the periphery of the Persian world,
such as Khaqini and Mawl4na Raimi, who borrowed from the cultures
they lived in while belonging in the literary tradition of the language
they wrote in. It is important to take the larger view of reading and
appreciating literature and not be mired by baseless speculations:

One reason literature remains important is that it counteracts, on the one
hand, the impersonality and instability of public memory and, on the
other, the determinism and fundamentalism of a collective memory based
onidentity politics. Literature creates an institution of its own, more perso-
nal and focused than public memory yet less monologic than the memor-

ializing fables common to ethnic or nationalist affirmation.®!

This is precisely why situating Mas‘(d Sa‘d at the crossroads of two
cultural complexes allows us to avoid the trap of limiting our vision
when we read his work. In the assessment of the quality of his work
(and each age and individual has used a distinct set of aesthetic criteria)
his voice has reemerged louder and perhaps with more appeal in our
complex world, and it is hoped that this trend will continue as we ap-
proach the millennium of his birth.

61 Geoffrey H. Hartman, ‘Public Memory and Its Discontents,” in 7he Uses of
Literary History, 85.
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