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Dissertation Abstract 

The Political Aesthetic of the Medieval Persian Prison Poem, 1100-1200 

Rebecca Gould 

 

The Political Aesthetic of the Medieval Persian Prison Poem, 1100-1200 traces the 

dissemination of the medieval Persian prison poem (!abs"yy#t) from South Asia to the Caucasus 

in the context of the contemporaneous developments in literary and political theory that shaped 

this genre. Varying attitudes towards figuration in Persian literary criticism are examined in 

terms of an aesthetics of incarceration that, I argue, extended the political boundaries of medieval 

Persian literary culture. Drawing on the pioneering works of !afar! (1985) and Akimushkina 

(2006), I elucidate the prison poemÕs strategies for making the medieval experience of 

incarceration available to literary representation. In documenting the dialectic between the 

sultanÕs material power and the poetÕs discursive sovereignty, I show how medieval Persian 

prison poetry critically engaged with medieval punitive practices. Ultimately, this dissertation 

traces the relation between the increased use of incarceration as a mode of punishment by 

regional sultanates and the discursive elevation of poetry that is Persian literatureÕs greatest 

contribution to world literature. 

Concomitantly with investigating the twelfth-century aesthetics of incarceration, this 

dissertation documents how twelfth-century Persian poetry was transformed by idioms of literary 

knowledge articulated through a Persianized Arabo-Islamic rhetoric. Exegeses of specific prison 

poems by Masc!d Sacd Salm!n of Lahore (d. 1121), Kh!q!n" of Shirw"n (d. 1199), and of other 

prison poets from these regions, are offered alongside documentary explorations into the status 



 

 

 

 

of non-Muslim minorities in Salj#q domains, the transformation of a predominantly panegyric 

genre into an instrument of political critique, and demonstrate the political importance of the 

!abs"yy#t to the historiography of incarceration as well as of Persian literature. By examining the 

literary archive of incarceration from Lahore in South Asia to Shirw"n in the Caucasus, this 

study aims to expand the scope of investigations into the aesthetics of power as registered by 

literary form, to extend the temporal dimensions of the historiography of incarceration, and to 

contribute to classical Persian literary theoryÕs conceptualization of genre.  

Chapter one offers a synoptic and global history of incarceration in the medieval world. 

Chapter two considers what the prison poem as a genre has to offer global literary theory. 

Chapter three studies the complex modulation of the qa$!da form through the prison poemÕs 

emphasis on the poetÕs lyric subjectivity. Chapter four traces the appropriation of the motifs of 

prophecy by Persian prison poets who aspired for a sovereignty that exceeding the boundaries of 

material power. Chapter five offers detailed exegeses of the two most significant texts in the 

medieval Persian archive of incarceration: Kh!q!n"Õs Christian qa$!da and his qa$!da on the ruins 

of Mad"Õin. Chapter six documents the devolution of authority onto prison poetry and the 

reconstitution of material power through discursive sovereignty. Collectively, these chapters 

show that, just as medieval Persian prison poets protested the terms of their social contracts and 

thus suffered imprisonment, so did the prison poem genre contest the distribution of sovereignty 

in the medieval world by transferring prophecy, and prophecyÕs concomitant authority, to the 

poet. 
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Note on Transliteration and Citation Style 

In order to keep this material accessible to scholars of all Arabic-script languages (and not just to 
Persianists), the Encyclopedia of IslamÕs transliteration system has been followed here, with the 
following modifications:  

1.    !           has been rendered by q not % 
2.    !           has been transliterated as j, not d!j! 
3.   !           has been transliterated by sh not s!h! 
4.  !        has been transliterated by &h not d!h!  
5. !      has been transliterated by &h 
6.      !            has been transliterated kh not !" 
7.                    !   has been transliterated gh not gh 
8.  !   has been transliterated th not th 
9.   !     has been transliterated by ! 

 

The abbreviation system detailed on p. 298 has been implemented. Titles are cited in the 
footnotes in abbreviated form and given in full in the bibliography. 

For Kh!q!n", I have relied mostly on the edition of Ziy! Õ al-D!n Sajj"d!, and supplemented it 
with readings from M!r Jal"l al-D!n Kazz"z!Õs edition. For Masc#d Sacd Salm"n, I have relied 
mostly on the edition of Mahd! N"riy#n, and supplemented it with readings from Rash!d Y"sam!. 

Shirw"n has been transliterated in keeping with common usage, although the city was also 
pronounced Sharw"n during the time period discussed here, as the following verse by Kh!q!n", 
which requires Sharw"n to rhyme with bashar (humanity) attests: 

! "#$#% &'  ( ) * +,- . /  0123 
!"#$ %&' () *+ ,-.!" #$% !"#  

! "# $%& ' () *"+ , "- .  /012 
! " # $! %& '  ( ! )  $* +' ,- !"#  

(Kh!q!n", D!w"n, 68) 
 

Do not blame Sharw"n, the city from where Kh!q!n" comes. 
Sharw"n begins with wickedness [shar]. 

Why fault a city for two letters that represent  
the first part of the sharc [law] and the end of bashar [humanity]? 
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There is no material content, no formal category  

of an artistic creation, however mysteriously changed  

and unknown to itself, which did not originate in the  

empirical reality from which it breaks free. 

 

--Theodore Adorno 
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Chapter 1 

PRISONS BEFORE MODERNITY: A REVISIONARY HISTORY  
 
 

It is a commonplace of prison scholarship that the prison, like the state, is a modern 

institution, and indeed a constitutive aspect of modernity. This belief undergirds Michel 

FoucaultÕs path breaking archeology of modern disciplines. According to this well-known 

account, the physical dispositions of prisons, churches, schools, hospitals, mental asylums, and 

military structures were enabled by specifically modern beliefs about appropriate relations 

between the individual and the state, the circulation of power, and the human body.1 As the 

subtitle to his 1975 study, naissance de la prison, suggests, Foucault locates the birth of the 

carceral network in modernity, specifically post-1757, the year when Louis XVÕs would-be 

assassin Robert Damiens was publicly executed. As Foucault observes, DamiensÕ execution was 

to be one of the last such public punishments in European history. The public executions of the 

medieval and early modern period were followed by centuries of prison reforms that envisioned 

the prison as a potential site of moral improvement and discipline, rather than merely of 

punishment.2 

Practically every detail of the Foucauldian account of modern carceral power is 

contradicted by medieval examples. This does not mean that FoucaultÕs linkage of knowledge to 

power and disciplinary structures is thereby disproven, although it does mean that the 

                                                        
1 Michel Foucault, Surveiller et punir (Paris: Gallimard, 1975). For a recent critique, see C. Fred Alfred, ÒWhat 
would it matter if everything Foucault said about prison were wrong?Ó Theory and Society 29.1 (2000): 125-146. On 

2 In addition to Foucault, see Janet Semple, Bentham's Prison (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1993); Michael Ignatieff, A Just 
Measure of Pain (New York: Pantheon, 1978); Patricia OÕBrian, The Promise of Punishment (Princeton: Princeton 
UP, 1982). 
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Foucauldian account is best equipped to illuminate power within the framework of modernity, as 

Foucault himself fully recognized. Whereas the modern theorist of sovereign power speaks of 

how the ÒÔcarceral ÔnaturalizesÕ the legal power to punish [le pouvoir lŽgal de punir], as it 

ÔlegalizesÕ the technical power to discipline [le pouvoir technique de discipliner]Ó and of how 

carceral power replaces sovereignty with deviancy,3 the medievalist will note that the tension 

between legal and technical power is strikingly absent from medieval societies. In the medieval 

Indo-Mediterranean, the geography, extending from Syria to South Asia, that defines the scope 

of the prison poem, the carceral existed as part of a fragile criminal-justice network.4 In the 

absence of a biopower founded on technological capacity, the disciplinary is largely a post-

medieval development. Whereas Foucauldian modernity sublimates legal punishment within a 

broad framework of disciplinary coercion, medieval jurisprudence is unmotivated by discipline 

as a mode of punishment. Punitive measures are less likely to be clothed in the language of 

ethical justice. 

Whereas FoucaultÕs account of the carceral is informed by tension between surveillance 

and the rhetoric of just governance, the medievalist of Islamic societies will consider how secular 

governance (siy"sa) and sacred law (shar!ca) structured medieval penal practices. Incarceration 

was carried out almost exclusively under the rubric of siy"sa; only in the rarest of instances did it 

fall within shariaÕs jurisdiction.5 In the words of one historian of the Islamic prison, the Òabsence 

                                                        
3 Foucault, Surveiller et punir, 310. 
4 Although the rubric ÒIndo-MediterreanÓ has been favored more by archeologists than by historians, the term 
perfectly captures the cultural sphere traversed by the prison poem. For a preliminary attempt to theorize the Indo-
Mediterranean as a cultural sphere, see Elizabeth Jane Bellamy and Sandhya Shetty, ÒThe Indo-Mediterranean,Ó 
Thesis Eleven 67.1 (2000): 39-58. 
5 As outlined in chapter six, the literature clustered around siy"sa speaks more closely to poetsÕ experience of 
incarceration than does the legal literature. For imprisonment from the perspective of classical Islamic law, see Irene 
Schneider, ÒImprisonment in Pre-Classical and Classical Islamic Law,Ó Islamic Law and Society 2.2 (l995): 157-73 
and, idem, ÒSidjn,Ó EI2. 
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of imprisonment as a prescribed penalty in Islamic law (shar!ca) meant that its application, as a 

punishment and a disciplinary practice, was associated with offences against political authority, 

to punish those who broke man-made lawÓ.6 One implication of this division of labor between 

siy"sa and shar!ca is that influential Islamic scholars argued Òagainst analogical extensions of 

!add normsÓÑ norms based on QurÕ"nically ordained punishmentsÑ Òin order to reduce the 

scope of criminal law,Ó and thereby to set a limit on penal administration.7 Such attempts to 

protect shar!ca from excessive application to criminal contexts resulted in the formula attributed 

to Ab!  "anifa: l! qiy!sa f"Õl #ud$d (no analogy in punishments falling within the domain of 

!ud"d  [pl. of !add]). That the prison was more structured by the norms of siy"sa than by shar!ca 

meant that incarceration did not imply a failure to abide by specifically Islamic norms. One could 

violate secular law without ever being socially stigmatized. Because the prison had not yet been 

criminalized, the literary representation of incarceration remained available for appropriation for 

court poets seeking to consolidate their social positions in their social and, even especially, 

discursive milieus.  

Inasmuch as they were marginal to the legal system, prisons before modernity were not 

disciplinary institutions in the Foucauldian sense. Unlike modern architects of the penal system, 

those who doled out sentences of incarceration in the medieval world made little effort to justify 

their punitive measures ethically or even legally, and saw themselves as already operating 

outside the framework of shar!ca. Half a century ago, Franz Rosenthal noted in his landmark 

                                                        
6 Gorman, ÒRegulation, Reform and Resistance in the Middle Eastern Prison,Ó 96. 
7 Christian Lange, Justice, Punishment, and the Medieval Muslim Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2008), 
247; also see the detailed discussion of !add and qiy"s in 179-214. To LangeÕs argument that the medieval Islamic 
worldÕs Òtwo most importantÓ means of resisting the unjust exercise of power were Òconstituted by the 
eschatological and the legal idiomÓ (246), this study adds the institution of literatureÑ specifically its vatic powerÑ
as an equally significant locus of political agency. 
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study of the concept of freedom in the premodern Islamic world, that secular rulers Òhad the right 

to imprison people at will whenever they decided that it was necessaryÉ [the rulerÕs] right to 

imprison people was never explicitly contested by the legal authorities.Ó8 While the regimeÕs 

apparent indifference to the fate of the incarcerated may jar with modern sensibilities, the 

intrinsically arbitrary nature of carceral punishment carried with it the impossibility of ascribing 

an ethically positive value to this action. imprisonment was applied to secure the rulerÕs self-

interest; imprisonment was not applied to secure communityÕs safety. Medieval Islamic rulers 

did not claim that he was imprisoning his subjects for their own betterment or for the sake of the 

social good.  

PRISONS BEFORE THE PRISON 

Foucauldian-influenced paradigms framing the prison as a site of specifically modern 

state coercion continue to enliven the social history of incarceration. And yet the predominantly 

Foucauldian framework has had the unfortunate consequence of assigning the premodern prison 

to irrelevance and of treating premodern archives as curious but superfluous adjuncts to an 

essentially modern discipline.9 Thus we have studies of Òprisons before the prisonÓ but no 

premodern prison history.10 Recent scholarship on medieval European history has begun to 

challenge the unreflective assumption that prison history coincides fully with the history of 

modernity.11 Yet, particularly for scholars of non-European societies, much remains to be done 

                                                        
8 Franz Rosenthal, The Muslim Concept of Freedom (Leiden: Brill, 1960), 53. 
9 This temporal bias holds for the best modern scholarship on prison history, including the seminal volume edited by 
Frank Dikštter and Ian Brown, Cultures of Confinement, and to such voluminous works as Michael Roth (ed.), 
Prisons and Prison Systems (New York: Greenwood Press, 2006). 
10 The most important survey of premodern prison systems is still Edward PetersÕ ÒPrison Before the Prison,Ó The 
Oxford History of the Prison, eds. Norval Morris and David Rothman (New York: Oxford UP, 1995). 
11 Guy Geltner, The Medieval Prison (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2008). The title of the dissertation from which this 
book originated indicates its temporal parameters: Medieval Prisons: Marginality at the City Center, 1250-1400 
(Ph.D. diss., Princeton University, 2006).   
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before we can reference an existing sub-discipline of prison studies, let alone of prison literature. 

Premodern prison studies at present amounts to the monographs of Ralph Pugh and Jean 

Dunbabin, concerned respectively with medieval England and Europe, FoucaultÕs account of the 

stateÕs motives for implementing punishment, and the relevant essays in The Oxford History of 

the Prison. Neither the Persian prison poem nor its medieval Arabic counterpart is alluded to in 

any of this literature, even when comparisons with non-European archives are proposed.12 

Conversely, there is a developing history of the prison and of prison literature in modern 

Islamic, particularly Arab, societies. That this scholarship is confined for the most part to the 

nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first centuries does not reduce its significance, but it does attest 

to a predetermined temporal orientation.13 The scholarship on premodern prison systems attests 

to the reasons why premodern carceral systems have largely been factored out of recent prison 

scholarship: shar!ca preferred to deal with crime expeditiously through financial penalties and 

corporal punishment. Long-term incarceration was not the preferred method of punishment. As a 

recent historian of confinement in the Islamic world notes, prisons were Òmarginal in indigenous 

penal traditions.Ó14  

When imprisonment occurred, as it did, with increasing frequency, with the onset of 

modernity and the consolidation of state power, it was, in the words of Rudolph Peters, Òan 

instrument of repression aimed at the subjection of the population, not at the disciplining or 

reforming of the offenderÓ.15 In European and Islamic societies, prisons most commonly served 

                                                        
12 The !abs!yy"t is alluded to in LangeÕs Justice, Punishment (92), only however as an area deserving greater study. 
13 In addition to the foundational studies of Rudolph Peters and Anthony Gorman, see Abdel-Qader Sharif Abou 
Shariefeh, The Prison in the Contemporary Arabic Novel (PhD Diss., U. of Michigan, 1983). 
14 Anthony Gorman, ÒRegulation, reform and resistance in the Middle Eastern prison,Ó in Frank Dikštter and Ian 
Brown (eds.), Cultures of confinement, 95.  
15 Peters, ÒEgypt and the Age of the Triumphant Prison,Ó 279. 
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as holding stations, interludes Òbetween court appearance and ultimate punishment, usually 

torture or death.Ó16 The similar arguments made with respect to Chinese history asks us to 

consider the modern transformation of the prison into a site of punishment as a global 

phenomenon.17 Meanwhile, historians of prison architecture note that whereas Òcontemporary 

prisonsÉare designed by specialists to hold men and women as punishment,Ó premodern prison 

quarters Òtended to be opportunistic, occupying structuresÓ built for purposes other than 

punishment.18 The purpose-built prison, and the prison cell that is this structureÕs offspring, are 

largely effects of modernity. 

Registering the rupture between past and present signaled by the rise of the carceral 

system lies at the core of FoucaultÕs contribution to prison studies. This rupture is registered 

differently in the early as compared to the late Foucault. In his own words, FoucaultÕs early work 

Òproduced a history of powerÓ by tracing how Òcertain institutions, in the name of ÔreasonÕ or 

ÔnormalityÕÉexercise[d] their power on groups of individualsÓ.19 In his later period, Foucault 

aimed more ambitiously to deduce from his local studies of the asylum, the prison, and the clinic 

the mechanisms of modern bio-power. His discrete examinations of these different modes of 

disciplinary surveillance over the course of his many lectures at the Coll•ge de France from 1971 

until his death in 1984, and in particularly in his 1975-6 lectures, later collected under the title Il 

faut dŽfendre la sociŽtŽ, was transmuted into a program for resisting domination.20  

                                                        
16 Norman Johnston, Forms of Constraint (Urbana: U of Illinois Press, 2000), 1. 
17 Michael Tsin, ÒOverlapping Histories,Ó Journal of World History 20.1 (2009): 69-97. For incarceration in modern 
Chinese history, also see Frank Dikštter, Crime, Punishment, and the Prison in Modern China (New York: 
Columbia UP, 2002).  
18 Johnston, Forms of Constraint, 1. Emphasis in original.  
19 Foucault, Remarks on Marx; conversations with Duccio Trombadori (New York; Semiotext(e), 1991), 17. 
20 Foucault, Il faut dŽfendre la sociŽtŽ: Cours au Coll•ge de France (Paris: Gallimard-Seuil, 1997). 
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While Discipline and Punish founded a sub-discipline of prison studies and usefully 

redirected sociological attention towards modernityÕs carceral network, the late FoucaultÕs 

analysis of sovereign and bio-power in his lectures is more helpful for examining the prison 

poemÕs entanglement with political history. Foucault proposes in his late lectures to document 

the morphology of sovereign power, focusing specifically on the decline of sovereignty from the 

early modern period onwards and its replacement by surveillance and its attendant forms of 

domination as the normative mode of governance in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (38). 

The replacement of sovereignty by domination runs parallel in FoucaultÕs account to the 

replacement of laws [r•gles] by norms as the basis for political thought. In addition to the 

emergence of modern carceral system already elaborated in his earlier work, the final product of 

the shift from sovereignty to domination is an individual understood to be Ònaturally 

endowedÉwith rights, and capabilities,Ó a citizen who is Òmade into a subject in a power 

relationÓ (48).  

Ultimately, Foucault argues for the replacement of the juridico-political theory of 

sovereignty by the study of power from below and from within the context of domination. How 

useful is the Foucauldian strategy for critiquing power under the conditions of modernity to the 

medieval historian? FoucaultÕs prescription for privileging domination and surveillance over 

sovereignty aims to illuminate the dynamics of the contemporary carceral system, wherein 

surveillance is more deeply embedded into the language of incarceration than sovereignty. But 

what of power before it became domination? If Victoria Kahn is correct to assert that the 

perception of the incompatibility of coercion and consent emerges only in modern political 

theory, then it is necessary to contemplate how premodern forms of power allowed for the 
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possibility of these two contrary urges merging, and thereby enable a different narrative about 

the morphology of power.21 The Foucauldian failure to address powerÕs complex historical 

morphology has not gone uncriticized by scholars of prison history.22  

Notwithstanding the usefulness of mapping Foucauldian temporal rupture, it is necessary 

to interrogate modern and premodern temporal boundaries in seeking to grasp how modern 

prisons diverge from their ancient predecessors. Like many social institutions, modern 

scholarship has made prisons conform to an ex post facto temporal typology; the periodization of 

the carceral has been made less with reference to prisons themselves than with a view to making 

these institutions conform to regnant models of historical time. And yet, as we know, 

periodization is as contingent as history itself. One eraÕs middle ages is another eraÕs modernity 

and vice-versa. Given the ad hoc nature of the temporal markers that currently dominate prison 

history, a perspective on the prison system that consciously engages the premodern will enable a 

more complete morphology of the prison system across time. The goal of the present study is to 

let the experience of incarceration determine our temporal categorizations, rather than imposing 

a fortiori historicization onto material that has the potential to confound conventional boundaries 

of time.  

ARCHAEOLOGIES OF INCARCER ATION  

When one allows the prisons themselves to inform our categories, it becomes apparent 

that the medieval Indo-Mediterranean witnessed a series of common historical transformations. 

During the same years that the Tower of London, the Paris Ch‰telet, and Newgate, Le Stinche, 

                                                        
21 Victoria Ann Kahn, Wayward Contracts (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2004), 21. 
22 For early modern prison studies, the most influential critic of FoucaultÕs account is Pieter Spierenburg. See his 
The Prison Experience (Amsterdam: Amsterdam UP, 2007) and ÒFour Centuries of Prison History,Ó in Institutions 
of Confinement, ed. Norbert Finzsch and Robert JŸtte (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996). 
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and Fleet Prison were constructed in Britain and Europe, the Indo-Persian poet Masc#d Sacd sat 

confined in his N"y, S#, Dahak, and Maranj, on the outskirts of Lahore, and, a few decades later, 

Kh"q"n! and his fellow Shirw"n poets Ab#Õl cAl "Õ of Ganja, Falak!, and Muj!r al-D!n of 

Baylaq"n sat incarcerated in the fortress Sh"bar"n in northern Azerbaijan.23 None of Masc#d 

SacdÕs abodes of confinement, save Dahak, has ever been positively identified. Even Dahak, 

Òone of the stations on the road between Zaranj, the capital of Sist"n and BustÉof the kingdom 

of Ghazna,Ó 24 is known more as a place of transit than as a prison site. N"y, S#, and Maranj are 

known only from Masc#d SacdÕs poems and dictionaries that based themselves on Masc#d SacdÕs 

poetry.25 The archive is even more obscure for the prison poets of Shirw"n. But the very 

existence of the Persian prison poem in these cities indicates that the twelfth-century witnessed a 

revival of incarceration practices on the Ghaznavid and Salj#q peripheries. This revival was 

accompanied by multiple socio-political innovations: the Salj#q consolidation of orthodox 

knowledge through the patronage of Sufi saints, the establishment of Sufi lodges (kh"naq"hs), 

and the founding of Islamic schools of learning (madrasas).26 How this revival reverberated 

across the Islamic world, anticipating similar changes in medieval EuropeÕs carceral system, 

remains to be elucidated. 

                                                        
23 On this fortress, see Val! All"h #afar!, !abs"yah dar adab-i F!rs"  (Tehr"n: Am!r Kab!r, 1364/1985), 80. Sh"bar"n 
the fortress should not be confused with Sh"bar"n the city, mentioned in multiple places in the Arabic 
historiography of the Caucasus. See for example al-Lakz!, T"Õr!kh al-B"b (=lost Arabic ms, cited in Munajjim B!sh", 
J!m"c al-duwal. Trans. by Vladimir Minorsky as A History of Sharv!n and Darband in the 10th-11th centuries 
(Cambridge: Heffer, 1958), 29-31, 35-7, 41, 43, 47-49, 53. In contrast to the city, the fortress Sh"bar"n is not 
alluded to in the extant historiographic sources. 
24 Mirz" Mu!ammad Qazw!n!, ÒMasc#d Sacd-i Salm!n,Ó JRAS (1905): 723.  
25 For example, Dehkhod"Õs Lughatn"ma cites the Burh!n-i Qa!"c identifying Maranj (!"#$, also !"#$ ) as an Indian 
fortress and the Farhang-i Jah"ng!r! connecting this place with the prison poetry of Masc#d Sacd. 
26 On the Salj#q consolidation of power, see especially Omid Safi, The Politics of Knowledge in Premodern Islam 
(Durham, NC: U of North Carolina Press, 2006). Safi argues that Òwhat the Salj#qs were primarily interested in was 
not the mystical teachings of Sufi masters per se, but rather the power of sainthood as a social phenomenon, the 
power to legitimizeÓ (xxvi, also cf. 139). 
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One major reason for the lacuna in prison historiography pertains to a parallel in the 

history of the prison in medieval Indo-Mediterranean societies: in the middle ages, in contrast 

with later periods, prison structures served multiple functions. Whereas in Europe penitentiary 

confinement often occurred in monastic complexes, which in turn served as models for the 

modern prison system,27 confinement in the Islamic world took place in fortresses and citadels.28 

In neither case did these buildings serve singular functions; for this reason, historians and other 

chroniclers rarely denominate such structures as prisons. In thirteenth-century Cambridge, to cite 

one of the best-documented cases, the local prison was located in a tower.29 Only in later 

centuries did prisons come to be purpose-built in both Europe and the Islamic world. Town 

prisons in England doubled as gatehouses for monitoring city boundaries.  

' al"(  al-D!n, known in European historiography as a Kurdish Crusader who conquered 

Jerusalem and to Islamic historiography as the founder of the Ayy#bid Dynasty (1171-1260) and 

the patron of the university Al-)zhar, also built one of the few extant early medieval Islamic 

prisons, the Cairo Citadel (Qalca &al" '  al-D!n). The construction of this citadel extended over 

seven years from 1176 to 1183, and required fifty thousand prisoners of war to build his 

Citadel.30 The Andalusian traveler Ibn Jubayr (1145-1217) has left a moving account of this 

CitadelÕs construction. The laborers he observed were ÒGreek prisoners of war too many to 

countÓ (al-usari al-r(m wa cadaduhum l" yuh#"  kathira) who had been captured during the 

                                                        
27 Ralph Bernard Pugh, Imprisonment in Medieval England (London; Cambridge UP, 1970), 374-382; Johnston, 
Forms of Constraint, 17-27. 
28 Europe was of course not homogenous in this respect; in Germany and Celtic realms, excepting Scotland and the 
part of Ireland under English rule, penal confinement occurred largely in the castles of aristocrats and town 
fortifications. See Jean Dunbabin, Captivity and Imprisonment Medieval Europe, 1000-1300 (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2002), 50 and Peters, ÒPrison before the prison,Ó 37.  
29 Pugh, Imprisonment, 349. Pugh acknowledges two exceptions, Warwick and Fleet; the latter was not built until 
the fourteenth-century (cf. 72) and the former was originally LondonÕs sole prison (114ff). 
30 Richard Yeomans, The Art and Architecture of Islamic Cairo (Reading: Ithaca Press, 2006), 107.  
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Crusades. They were kept busy by ' al"(  al-D!n sawing marble, cutting stones, and digging the 

defensive trench that surrounded the fortress walls, Òhollowed out with axes from the rock that 

was a wonder among wonders [cajabun min al-caj"Õib], and of which many traces remainÓ.31  

One annex to the Citadel, Burg Kirkilyan (Serpent Tower, built 1207), has particular 

significance for prison history: it was the location of confinement for the last members of the 

Fatimid dynasty (figure 2). Other rooms in this fortification also served as prisons, although the 

details of their confinement are less well known.32 ' al"(  al-D!nÕs architectural activity was 

restricted to the Islamic west, and comparable travelersÕ accounts are not available for the 

Islamic east. A certain parallelism is nonetheless evident in terms of the relation between 

sovereignty and incarceration on multiple Islamic peripheries, from Aleppo to Shirw"n. Just as 

K"f#r al-Iksh!di asserted his sovereignty by imprisoning Mutanabb! after the poet led a rebellion 

in the Sam"wa region of Syria (c. 933),33 so did the Shirw"nsh"hs imprison their court poets in 

order to confer legitimacy on their self-identification as sultan and shah.  

While historians of prisons across the medieval world turn to the famous towers inhabited 

by royalty because these are the ones that have most adequately been represented in 

historiographic sources, the now vanished structures that served as abodes for many more 

inmates and captives who sometimes composed verse but more frequently kept their suffering to 

themselves, should not be forgotten.

                                                        
31 Mu!ammad Ibn Jubayr al-Andalus!, Ta$hkira bi-al-akhbar can ittif"q"t al -asf"r (Abu Dhabi: Dar al-Suwaydi, 
2001), 34-5. The Qalaca continued to be used as a prison into the nineteenth century according to Peters, ÒEgypt and 
the Age of the Triumphant Prison,Ó 268. 
32 Yeomans, The Art and Architecture of Islamic Cairo, 111. 
33 R. Blanch•re and Ch. Pellat, ÒAl-Mutanabb!,Ó EI2. 
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(Figure 1). B"b al-Mudarraj (1183),    (Figure 2). Walls of Burg Kirkilyan(1207), 
gate to the Cairo Citadel         prison for the Fatimid Dynasty 
Richard Yeomans, The Art and Architecture of Islamic Cairo, 107 (Fig. 1) and 110 (Fig. 2.).

(Figure 3). 
Vaulted Room in the Bell Tower, Tower of London, 
John Bayley, Antiquities of the Tower , 130. 

 
 

(Figure 4). Beauchamp Tower, Tower of London, 
from John Bayley, Antiquities of the Tower, 133.

 

Particularly in the premodern period, the history of prison literature is a history of 

absences.34 Yet from time to time, the silences that dominate prison history are punctured by 

moments of eloquence. The archive yields a surplus of memory, of inscriptions, of attempts to 

                                                        
34 W.B. CarnochanÕs study of Òthe literature of confinementÓ offers a tangible reminder of Òhow many prison 
manuscripts must be unknown to historyÓ (Oxford History of the Prison, 452). If this is evident from a survey of 
European accounts of incarceration, it is even more applicable to medieval Islamic archives and histories.  
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speak across space and time. One particularly rich archive is the graffiti on the Tower of London, 

which dates back as far as the late medieval period. John Bayley, who published the first edition 

of his Antiquities of the Tower in 1821, recorded the memoirs left by the TowerÕs illustrious 

prisoners on the prisonÕs walls. One such text, anonymously inscribed on the entrance to the 

vaulted room in the Bell Tower (fig. 3), reads: Òbi tortvre stravnge my trovth was tried yet of my 

lybertie denied ther for reson hath me perswaded that pasyens  mvst be ymbrasyd thogh hard 

fortvne chasyth me wyth smart yet pasyens shall  prevayl.Ó35 What motivated this prisoner, 

whose name is lost to history, to inscribe his suffering on stone? Although records only attest to 

incarceration in the Bell Tower from the sixteenth century onwards, another space nearby, 

known as the Beauchamp Tower, after the earl of Warwick Thomas de Beauchamp, who was 

imprisoned in this room prior to his banishment to the Isle of Man in 1397, appears from its 

architectural style to have been built during the reign of John of England (r. 1199-1216), which 

would place it squarely during the period of the Persian prison poemÕs florescence. Bayley notes 

that many of those confined to the Beauchamp Tower were denied access to books and other 

basic necessities and were therefore compelled to Òbeguile their solitary hours, and alleviate the 

horrors of imprisonmentÓ by inscribing their impressions on the prison walls.36 These 

inscriptions were not confined to words. Equally common were the Òcoats of arms, and other 

devices, left on its dreary walls by those unhappy sufferersÓ. By contrast, Persian prison poets 

left behind no material artifacts. Our only record of their imprisonments is their verse, and the 

prison poem is a notoriously unreliable source for history. 

DISCRETIONARY PUNISHMENT  

                                                        
35 John Bayley, Antiquities of the Tower (London: Jennings & Chaplin, 1830), 129.  
36 Bayley, Antiquities of the Tower, 132. 
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Having established the geographic scope of prison systems before modernity, it remains 

to determine as closely as possible the moment when prisons entered the medieval European 

world, as well as the world of Islam. Ralph Pugh maintains that tenth-century England was 

already populated with institutions of confinement, although he did find an ideology of 

incarceration in the early medieval period.37 Jean Dunbabin argues compellingly that a moral 

distinction between captivity and incarceration emerged in European thought, law, and 

institutional practices only in the thirteenth century. After this period Òin some places and in 

some contexts criminal imprisonment could be precisely differentiated from other forms of 

captivity.Ó38 DunbabinÕs argument is substantiated by the publication of Las siete partidas 

(c.1265) during the reign of Alfonso X of Castile (1252-1277). The major law code of thirteenth-

century Spain, Las siete partidas is the best extant account of the prison and of medieval 

methods of incarceration. Strongly influenced by Roman law, this text inaugurates, albeit only in 

the most gradual of terms, the transition from captivity to imprisonment in European legal 

thought.39 According to Robert Ignatius Burns, this most important text in the medieval history 

of incarceration envisions Òno punitive prisons but defines a prison as the Romans had: for 

confinement, not punishmentÓ.40 Indeed, Alfonso explicitly states that prisons exist strictly for 

Òthe purpose of keeping prisoners, and not to inflict any evil on them, or to injure them in any 

way or punish themÓ during their incarceration.41 

                                                        
37 Pugh, Imprisonment in Medieval England, 1-26 and passim. 
38 Dunbabin, Captivity and Imprisonment, 7. 
39 Peters, ÒPrison before the Prison,Ó 41. 
40 Robert Ignatius Burns, ÒIntroduction to the Seventh Partida,Ó Las Siete Partidas, vol. 5, Underworlds: The Dead, 
the Criminal, and the Marginalized (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania Press, 2001), xxxvii. 
41 Òca la c‡rcel debe seer para guardar los presos et non para facerles otro mal nin para darles pena en ellaÓ(VII, 
XXIX, XI) , Las siete partidas (Madrid: La Imprenta Real, 1807), 3: 697. 
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In this thirteenth-century text, prison is conceptualized primarily as a punitive measure 

(pena) taken against debtors, to the extent that the imprisoned debtor is allowed to use his own 

property while in prison (prision) on the condition that Òhe return it in the state it was at the time 

he entered prison,Ó and thus not adding to his possessions.42 So removed was incarceration from 

ethical adjudication that the vassal who refused to come to the rescue of his imprisoned lord (su 

se–or)Ñ an injunction that would presumably extend to helping his master escape from 

confinementÑ could legitimately be deprived of his fiefdom. The lawÕs very wording indicates 

that incarceration lacked any kind of special moral status in the medieval world, for it equates 

prison (carcel) with castle (castiello) and Òany place of confinement whatsoever [otra prision 

qualquier]Ó.43 AlfonsoÕs injunction tells us that loyalty to the feudal order is more significant for 

the purposes of his legal system than any ethics attending the administration of penal codes. Far 

from stigmatizing prisoners seeking release, Las siete partidas punishes those vassals who refuse 

to facilitate prison breaks for their noble-born landowners. 

Equally in the medieval European and Islamic world, the terms of incarceration were 

shaped by the class bias articulated in the chapter in Las siete partidas entitled ÒHow Many 

Kinds of PunishmentÓ (Qu‡ntas maneras son de penas). Far from being the most important 

mode of punishment, incarceration came in fourth on AlfonsoÕs list of the seven legitimate 

modes of punishment that judges (judgaores) impose on evildoers (los facedores de los yerros). 

                                                        
42 ÒEt si entre tanto que yoguiese en la prision malmetiese los bienes todos — partos dellos, maguer los quisiece 
despues desamparar, non debe seer oido, fueras ende si se obligase dando racabdo de tornarlos en el estado en que 
eran quando Žl fue metido en prisionÓ (V, XV). Las siete partidas del rey don Alfonso el Sabio, 3: 352. For further 
details on debt as a grounds for incarceration in the medieval world, see Punishment and Social Structure, 8ff, and 
Rusche, ÒArbeitsmarkt und Strafvollzug,Ó 71. 
43 ÒOtrosi decimos que s“ el se–or yoguiere preso en carcel, — en algunt castiello — en otra prision qualquier, et al 
vasallo non se trabajase de lo sacar ende podiŽndo facer, que debe perder por ende el fuedo que troviere dŽlÓ (IV, 
XXVI),  Las siete partidas, 3: 143. At the same time, and perhaps in tension with the injunction to loyalty to oneÕs 
lord, a penalty was prescribed to prisoners who escaped (VII, XXIX, XIII). 
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In a list of punishments ordered by severity, execution and loss of limb (conceived as a single 

mode of punishment) are listed first, followed by lifelong servitude in chains (los metales), 

banishment without right of access to property, and, fourthly, imprisonment, grouped together 

with physical detention in chains for a temporally delimited period. Although he had elsewhere 

made provision for the incarceration of feudal lords, in this section of his law code concerned 

with crime and punishment, Alfonso restricts legitimate imprisonment to the slave, declaring that 

the free man (home libre) cannot be legitimately incarcerated. He then repeats the formula cited 

above, whereby prisons exist not to punish offenses, Òbut only to secure people until they are 

brought to trial.Ó44 AlfonsoÕs gradated list of legitimate punishments is completed by banishment 

to an island together with oneÕs property, shaming in public, and deprivation of oneÕs occupation 

(grouped in the same category), and, lastly, public whipping. Imprisonment is here regarded as 

only slightly worse than these modes of corporal punishment.  

AlfonsoÕs class bias helps us understand why incarceration was so heavily marginalized 

in medieval textual cultures: the vast majority of the incarcerated did not belong to free classes. 

This class bias is matched and arguably even exceeded in the contemporaneous Islamic world, 

where prisonÕs incorporation into siy"sa and its neglect by shar!ca served to further isolate 

incarceration from discussions about justice. PetersÕ assessment of medieval Islamic prisons 

Òoutside the domain of penal lawÓ applies to medieval Europe as well. ÒThe most common 

function of imprisonment,Ó he writes, Òis the ultimate means of coercion in private law to force 

                                                        
44 The full description of the fourth mode of punishment reads: ÒLa quanta es cuando mandan ‡ alguno echar en 
fierros que yaga siempre preso en en ellos, — en carcel — en otro prision: et tal prision como esta non la deben dar ‡ 
home libre sinon ‡ siervo; ca la carcel non es dada para escarmentar los yerros, mas para guarder los presos tan 
solamente en ella fasta que sean judgadosÓ (VII, XXXI, IV), Las siete partidas, 3: 709. 
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debtors to fulfill their obligations.Ó45 The economic bases for imprisonment occupy however 

only a brief chapter in the global history of incarceration. The medieval Persian archive of 

incarceration speaks to these pasts in ways that studies of debt-based imprisonment can never 

achieve. Additionally, this archive demonstrates conclusively that incarceration possessed 

symbolic status and was implemented to assert political sovereignty. Medieval prison poets who 

consciously identified their poetic personas with incarceration thereby transgressed class 

boundaries, among other social divisions.  

Much is at stake for literature as well as the history of sovereign power in the distinction 

between captivity and incarceration, which frames this dissertation and offers an etiology for the 

Persian prison poem. While there is a sporadic tradition of Arabic captivity poems inaugurated 

by Ab# Fir"s of !amd" n (d. 968), poems of captivity are not poems of incarceration in the sense 

pioneered by the Persian poets Masc#d Sacd of Lahore and Kh"q"n! of Shirw"n, on whose poetry 

this dissertation is based. Overall, I aim to show that the discursive qualities that prestructure a 

literary genre are more powerfully present in the Persian prison poem than perhaps anywhere 

else in world literature. Looking deeply into the pre-Islamic period, one will also find the Arabic 

Christian poet cAd! b. Zayd (d. 599), a near contemporary of Boethius, the Latin writer who 

inaugurated prison literature for Latinate Europe with his Consolati Philosophai (c. 524). 

Imprisoned by the Christian ruler Nucm"n b. Mun&hir (r. 580-602) due to the intrigues of his 

enemies, cAd! b. Zayd attained posthumous fame when Ab#Õl cAl" Õ al-Macarr! quoted from his 

d!w"n (collected poems) in the latterÕs Letter on Forgiveness (Ris"la al-ghufr"n). Both the Arab 

                                                        
45 Rudolph Peters, Crime and Punishment in Islamic Law (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2005), 34. PetersÕ study is 
the most thorough study to date of the subject, and yet his treatment of incarceration is limited to passing references. 
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Christian poet and Boethius were executed by their jailors, but not before they had the 

opportunity to make signal contributions to their respective genres.    

And yet, while the Arabic prison poem is rich and vast in its manifestations, it was not 

theorized as a genre, and therefore did not become a political force, in the same way as it did in 

Persian. What is distinctive about the Persian example is the fact that Masc#d Sacd, Kh"q"n! 

especially, and other poets discussed in the course of this dissertation, self-consciously 

comprised a literary genre. Using a device known in classical poetics as ta$m!n, these poets 

imitated each other by citing, misciting, and addressing each other. Collectively they articulated 

new forms of lyric subjectivity studied in chapter two and dialectics between poetry and material 

power elaborated in chapter six.  

This genre could only have emerged in the twelfth century, given the specific socio-

historical dimensions of the prison in this period. In the twelfth-century Indo-Mediterranean, the 

prison had yet to become a total institution in the Foucauldian sense. But even at this early date, 

its place in the social schema was undergoing modification. The first prison poet of Shirw"n took 

for his penname (takhallu#) Falak!, falak being the Arabo-Persian term for the sky. The name 

was logical, given the astronomical knowledge attributed to him by his fellow prison poets. 

Falak!Õs rival Kh!q!n"  claimed that Falak! died because of his celestial skills (fan ze r"z-i noh 

falak).46 Even more pertinently to Falak! efforts in forging the new literary genre of prison 

poetry, falak is nearly identical to the ancient and koine Greek words for prison (phulak)).47 

Although phulak) is not attested in medieval Arabic or Persian, it is relevant to recall the 

                                                        
46 Kh!q!n", D!w"n, 918.   
47 See for example *+,-./ 0 in Aristotle, Constitution of the Athenians (35.1) and in the Greek Septuagint, Jeremiah 
(44:4) and the New TestamentÕs Book of Revelation (20:7). For a largely literary account of the ancient prison in 
Athens, see Virginia Hunter, ÒThe Prison of Athens,Ó Phoenix 51.3/4 (1997): 296-326. 
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CaucasusÕ involvement with the Byzantine Empire during this period, Kh!q!n"Õs poems written 

for Greek patrons, and the deep-rooted Christian legacies that led poets from this region to look 

to Greece for cultural guidance.48 Such conditions intermingled Greek, along with Turkic 

languages, Georgian, and other vernaculars of the Caucasus, into languages of everyday life in 

the region.  

From legal compendiums to poetry collections, these are just some ways in which 

medieval incarceration was articulated across the Indo-Mediterranean. Although confinement in 

the Persianate world was as outside the domain of criminal law as elsewhere in the medieval 

world, the very existence of a literary genre concerned with incarceration suggests that, as 

Dunbabin has argued for medieval Europe, in twelfth-century Persia under Ghaznavid and Salj#q 

rule, Òthe history of the prison [provides] a concrete manifestation of the rise of abstract state 

power.Ó49 Rather than suggesting that prisons were twelfth-century inventionsÑ and thereby 

consolidating the Foucauldian temporal reductionÑ this dissertation writes the history of the 

medieval Persian prison poem mindful of the custodial rather than punitive status of prisons in 

the medieval world.  

Two transformations must be tracked by a history of the prison, as a prelude to the 

history of the prison poem. Firstly, when the prison structure emerged as a locus of confinement. 

Secondly, when it became a site of punishment. The shift from confinement to punishment 

corresponds in medieval political theory to the distinction between feudal governance and the 

                                                        
48 The influence of Greek legacies on the medieval cultures of the Caucasus has not been studied comparatively with 
reference to medieval Islamic culture in Georgian, Russian, or other European languages, but for the twelfth-century 
Georgian ÒrenaissanceÓ that coincided with the florescence of the prison poem in nearby Azerbaijan, see Shalva 
Nutsubidze, Rustaveli i vostochni Renessans (TÕbilisi: literature da khelovneba, 1967). For Georgian-Azeri literary 
relations from the same period, see G.A. Alieva, Nizami i gruzinskaia literatura (Baku: ELM, 1989). A synthetic 
study of these cultural exchanges could drastically revise existing scholarship.  
49 Dunbabin, Captivity and Imprisonment, 172. 
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emergence of a state, or proto-state, system. Prior to the emergence of this distinction, the credo 

of the third century Roman jurist Ulpian was applied normatively and descriptively. UlpianÕs 

injunction that Òprisons ought to be employed for confining men, not for punishing them,Ó held 

sway for most of medieval European history.50 The modern transformation to the carceral system 

consists not in inventing the prison but in viewing differently the justification of punishment.  

Incarcerated Sovereigns 

While ' al"(  al-D!n was occupied constructing prisons, his rival Richard the Lionheart 

inhabited one. Taken prisoner in 1193 by Leopold V of Austria, Richard composed the Proven•al 

poem ÒNo man whoÕs jailed can tell his purpose wellÓ (Ja nus hons pris ne dira sa reson) during 

his captivity. As a narration of wrongful affliction and anger at his comrades who fail to help the 

royal prisoner in his moment of need, the poem approximates closely the aesthetics of Masc#d 

Sacd. It also appears to substantiate AlfonsoÕs later discussion of imprisonment as a morally 

neutral condition, from which the vassal is duty-bound to endeavor to free his master:  

Ja nus hons pris ne dira sa reson  
Adroitement, s'ensi com dolans non;  
Mes par confort puet il fere chan•on.  

Moult ai d'amis, mes povre sont li don;  
Honte en avront, se por ma rean•on 

Sui ces deus yvers pris. 
 

Or sai je bien de voir certainement 
Que mors ne pris nÕa ami ne parent, 

Quant hon me lait por or ne por argent. 
Moult mÕest de moi, mes plus mÕest de argent, 

Qu apres ma mort avront reprochier grant, 
Se longuement sui pris. 

 
No man whoÕs jailed tells his purpose well 

skillfully , as if painlessly. 
Yet for his comfort he can make a song. 

I have many friends but their gifts are slight. 
Shame to them if I unransomed prisoner  

                                                        
50 Digesti Justiniani 48.19.8.9: Òcarcer enim ad continendos homines, non ad puniendos haberi debetÓ. See, inter 
alia, Andrea Lovato, Il carcere nel diritto penale romano (Cacucci: Bari, 1994), 247. 
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have been two winters captive  here. 
 

Unransomed, I know perfectly well 
That death holds neither friends nor relatives 

when IÕm released for silver and gold. 
My suffering will rebound doubly on my comrades  

who after my death will be reproached    
for my lengthy captivity.51    

 
Texts such as Richard IÕs bring us to the threshold of the aesthetics of incarceration, but 

no further. Crucially, there is no identification in this poem of the poetÕs incarceration with a 

political norm. Although those responsible for the poetÕs imprisonment are criticized along with 

those who stand as passive witnesses to his confinement, this text remains unsurprisingly aligned 

with the ruling class. Further, only the most fleeting of connections are drawn between the poetÕs 

eloquent lament and his endeavor to surmount his incarcerated conditions when he opens by 

proclaiming that he will make a song (fere chan•on) in order to distract himself from his pain 

(dolans) (v. 3). Aside from the felicitous rhyme of chan•on with dolans and rean•on (ransom), 

the connection, which parallels alignments of poetry and suffering (me!nat, gham, and ranj) in 

medieval Persian prison poetry, is not carried further. In terms of the typology that structures this 

dissertation, Richard IÕs prison poem, one of the first of such texts in European literatures, 

corresponds more closely to the prison poemÕs lyric complaint mode of than to the prison poemÕs 

later prophetic idiom.  

Notwithstanding its tentative relation to the most powerful instantiations of the Persian 

prison poem, ÒJa nus hons prisÓ attests to the beginning of a transformation in both the aesthetics 

of incarceration together with its institutional manifestation. The poem was no merely private 

document. Because it was intended for public circulation, it remains extant today. Further, 

                                                        
51 For the full text of this poem, excerpted here, and a modern French translation, see Anthologie de la poŽsie lyrique 
fran•aise des XIIe et XIIIe siŽc1es, ed. J. Dufournet (Paris: Gallimard, 1989), 96-99. 
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Richard proposes a series of sharp contrasts between his heroism and his disloyal friends. 

Dunbabin captured this tone well in observing that the poem represented an Òoutpouring of 

anger, not of miseryÓ.52 In his lament, Richard depicts himself in captivity as a political agent not 

as a victim. Anger is poured on the poetÕs auditors in place of the more conventional expression 

of grief. The closure of seven of the poemÕs eight stanzas with ÒprisÓ reinforces the poetÕs 

frustration with his friends and family (v. 14) and establishes his condition as a violation of 

justice.  

In contrast to incarceration in late antiquity, medieval prison literature from both the 

Islamic and European traditions attests to a search for political agency and rejects consignment to 

the conditions of incarceration. Situated at this traditionÕs birth moment, RichardÕs poem 

assumes the righteous voice of the incarcerated speaker and confers on him a wisdom 

unavailable to either the auditor or the jailor. For the internal logic of this particular poem, it was 

no doubt necessary for the lament to be penned by a king who resented his captivity, but it did 

not take many more decades before the aesthetics of incarceration was appropriated by broader 

sectors of medieval society and made to serve critiques more threatening to the existing social 

order. Richard IÕs poem evinces many of the stylistic features found in the prison poetry of 

Masc!d Sacd Salm!n of Lahore, but, as shown in the following chapter, his poem also evokes 

one of the few extant prison poems from Falak!, the astronomer-poet of Shirw"n.  

Aside from Arabic and Persian prison poems, only a few scattered examples of prison 

poems by non-elite prisoners in the Indo-Mediterranean prisons have reached us. In 1343, the 

Italian satirist Dino di Tucca was incarcerated in FlorenceÕs Le Stinche (founded 1297), one of 

the first comprehensive prison structures in continental Europe. The poetic fragments generated 
                                                        
52 Dunbabin, Captivity and Imprisonment, 160. 
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by di TuccaÕs imprisonment reveal a keen, satirical wit and a much skepticism concerning the 

efficacy of punitive measures:  

Having turned it round and round 
In my mind, I have conclusively concluded, 

That the prison [prigoni] is the best place in the world. 
Where can one lead a better life? 
Where are happier days spent? 

Mad is he who complains about it. 
It keeps us safe from enemies: 

[É]  
If you hunger, there is bread for a lifetime; 

Thirsty? Here there is drink; 
If one enters today and dies, he's out tomorrow. 

On you, not on their own estates, rely 
Those masters, who hold the building's keys. 

Truly, is this not brotherly love? 
How is it going? I ask a man in chains [catene]. 

He responds: You should be here! 
You see, life seemed good to him. 

He wished us-or rather, me-to 
have the great joy [of imprisonment]53 

 
Dino di TuccaÕs prison poetry indicates little desire to repent of his crimes or even to 

acknowledge the gravity of the acts that landed him in prison. In contrast to what might be 

expected for a text produced in a society that equated prison with hell, DinoÕs imagery is neither 

infernal nor purgatorial. Instead, it is emphatically civic and political, and critical of social 

institutions rather than engaged in the passive captivity lament found in Richard IÕs and Falak!Õs 

texts. The imprisoned poetÕs bold refusal to repent correlates with the prison poem as a genre in 

its most political iterations. In keeping with incarcerational aestheticsÕ characteristic suspicion 

towards the sacred in its institutional mediations, di TuccaÕs anti- transcendent poetics can be 

read as a secular critique of worldly power.54 Accounting for the same resistance in the medieval 

Islamic world, Lange adduced popular eschatology, rather than poetry, as the primary means of 

mobilizing medieval Muslim populations Òto carve out a space of individual liberty of action and 
                                                        
53 Italian text in Guy Geltner, Medieval Prison, 112-3, from which this translation is adapted. 
54 Guy Geltner, Medieval Prison, 95-96. 
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thought vis-ˆ -vis the stateÓ.55 Whatever stance we take on the role played by sacred discourse in 

mediating popular resistance, whether religion is seen as productive of dissent or conducive to 

the consolidation of the status quo, the role played by the medieval poetry of incarceration in 

mediating social change is clear. Those prison poems that most obviously participate in their 

genre pursue civic critique, sometimes in tandem with sacral commentary, and sometimes not.   

As poets were theorizing incarceration in relation to their status as poets, so too were 

historians such as ! iy! Õ al-D!n Baran! theorizing punishment within the framework of the mode 

of governance (siy" sat) appropriate to an Islamic state. In the declining years of the Delhi 

Sultanate and only a few years before his death, Baran! composed Fat!w! -yi jah!nd! r! (Rulings 

on Governance, c. 1348), Òto educate Muslim sultans and specifically the sultans of Delhi, in 

their duty towards IslamÓ.56 Rather addressing himself to a specific ruler, this book of advice is 

framed as a series of speeches by addressed Ma!m#d of Ghazna (d. 1025) to his sons. Ma!m"d Õs 

many conquests inspired the historian of the Delhi Sultanate with visions of the revival of 

Islamic power. Baran! hoped with this text to bring the regime of F!r#z Sh"h Tughluq (r. 1351-

88), whose ascent to power marked his own fall from favor at the court, closer to the Ghaznavid 

paradigm.  

In the chapter entitled ÒOn the Forgiveness [caf( ] and Governance [siy"sat] of the 

P"dish"h,Ó Baran! prescribes four modes of siy"sa. The first encompasses all the positive means 

through which justice (cadl va in#"f ) is established, and includes generosity (lu!f) and 

compassion (shafaqat). The remaining three modes are more clearly implicated in punishment: 

the first mode includes mockery (tawh!n), degradation (ta$l!l ), and the confiscation of property 

                                                        
55 Lange, Justice, Punishment, and the Medieval Muslim Imagination, 248. 
56 Peter Hardy, ÒThe Ôoratio rectaÕ of Baran!Õs Ta'r!kh-i-F!r(z Sh"h!Ñ Fact or Fiction?Ó BSOAS 20.1/3 (1957): 318. 
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(salb-i m" l), among other non-violent modes of punishment; the second mode is incarceration 

(band o zanj!r o "abs); the third mode is banishment (jal" Õ).57 Due to a manuscript lacuna, 

Baran!Õs text gives us few specifics concerning incarceration, but it is of interest that 

imprisonment precedes banishment as a lesser punishment, whereas exile precedes punishment 

in AlfonsoÕs Las siete partidas as a more severe punishment. This difference illuminates the 

distinction between N"$ir KhusrowÕs poetry of exile and Masc#d SacdÕs and Kh!q!n"Õs poetry of 

incarceration.58 Baran!Õs stipulation that certain classes of people (arb"b qawm!) need to be 

incarcerated for the good (ma#la! at) of the polity recalls AlfonsoÕs restriction of rightful 

incarceration to slaves, as does his justification for such modes of punishment as conducing to 

the good of the kingdom (#ala! -i mulk) by instilling fear (khawf) in the populace. 

Although recent scholarship has nuanced our understanding of this text as an 

Òoutstanding treatise on the agonized relationship between religion and politics in Islam,Ó59 the 

precepts in Fat!w! -yi jah!nd!r"  are regarded more as a singular anomaly than as a reflection of 

the actual social-political conditions of early fourteen-century Delhi. It is difficult to know to 

what extent Baran!Õs four-part typology of Islamic punishment reflected his immediate social 

milieu. Muzaffar Alam has noted Baran!Õs evident discomfort with history, and referred to the 

authorÕs curious method of first asserting abstract principles and only afterwards providing 

historical substantiation.60 Baran!Õs self-appointed task, at any rate, was less to reflect his milieu 

than to provide a model to guide it. Any correspondence between Baran!Õs ideals and the actual 
                                                        
57 !iy ! Õ al-D!n Baran!, Fat!w! -yi jah!nd!r" , ed. Afsar Sal!m Kh"n (Lahore: Id"re-i Ta!q"q#t-i P!kist! n, D!nishg!h-i 
Panj!b, 1972),195. The place where the manuscript lacuna ends and the text becomes legible again is in the midst of 
a discussion specifically on incarceration.   
58 See A! mad Re&" Sayy"d! and cAl! Re&" N#r!, ÒGham-i ghurbat dar ashcar-i N"$ir Khusrow, San"Õ! o Kh!q!n",Ó 
Majalle-i Keyh"neh Farhang! 468 (1387): 46-51. 
59 Nilanjan Sarkar, ÒThe Voice of Mahmud,Ó The Medieval History Journal 9.2 (2006): 353. 
60 Muzaffar Alam, ÒSharica and Governance in the Indo-Islamic Context,Ó in David Gilmartin and Bruce Lawrence 
(eds.), Beyond Turk and Hindu (Gainesville: UP of Florida, 2000), 220 and 222.  
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distribution of power in the Delhi Sultanate was probably more a matter of chance than design. 

Due to the a priori structure of this particular treatise, Baran!Õs representation of punishment tells 

us much about Islamic norms, but less about the actual experience of incarceration. To discover 

the actual experience of incarceration, we have to turn to the prison poem.  

The medieval Persian prison poem attests that prisoners did not always occupy societyÕs 

margins. Sometimes prisoners were moved to proclaim their incarceration in verse, and even to 

celebrate their persecution when such declarations increased the stakes of their poetry. In the 

twelfth-century Indo-Mediterranean, the prisonÕs lack of social stigma made it an ideal locus of 

poetic sovereignty. This is the simplest explanation for the seemingly anomalous fluorescence of 

prison poetry from Lahore to Shirw"n. In medieval Europe, perhaps under the influence of late 

antiquityÕs legacy of slavery, incarceration was associated with social inferiority. Imprisonment 

was a source of shame. Hence the paucity of first-hand accounts of captivity and incarceration 

from the medieval European world.  

Contrasting the paucity of prison literature in Latin with medieval HebrewÕs 

comparatively richer archive of incarceration, Jean Dunbabin speculates that the absence of 

personal recollectionÓ among the medieval European texts dealing with captivity and 

incarceration was connected to Òthe sense of shame captivity inspired in those aristocrats who 

had endured it.Ó ÒDespite its relative commonness,Ó Dunbabin notes, Òimprisonment was usually 

thought of as a demeaning experience to be thrust into oblivion immediately on release, to be 

washed out of the system along with the dirt of the jail, lest a man lose status in the eyes of his 

fellowsÓ.61 In medieval Islamic societies where anyone could be imprisoned in theory, and where 

                                                        
61 Captivity and Imprisonment, 161-2.   
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prison was not reserved for slaves exclusively, class bias did not prevent poets from turning to 

incarceration as a grounds for poetic sovereignty.  

Rethinking Political Agency 

The texts adduced here suggest that to be incarcerated in the twelfth-century Islamic 

world was an honor as much as it was a burden. It was an honor to be a prisoner, and especially 

to be a poet-prisoner, whether or not one was a sovereign, because this status gave one the right 

to bypass courtly convention. Kh!q!n" made his imprint on the genre of prison poetry by 

comparing his prison to the cosmos. The rapidly increasing practice of incarceration and the 

attendant transformations in the meaning of siy"sa and other forms of discretionary 

punishmentÑ discussed more fully in chapter sixÑ are responsible for many of the most 

fundamental contributions of twelfth-century Persian literature. These contributions included but 

were not limited to: the new genres that emerged from the panegyric but which also stood in 

fundamental tension with this institution, an increased emphasis on the poetÕs discursive 

sovereignty as against the material power of his rulers, patrons, and jailers, and a return to the 

pre-Islamic and early cAbb"sid poetics of self-aggrandizement (fakhr) that, as chapter four 

demonstrates, merged with a new discourse concerning poetry-as-prophecy.  

These transformations were all enabled by the medieval carceral system, notwithstanding 

the institutionÕs relative marginality to society at large during this period. The question that 

remains to be answeredÑ and which centrally motivates this dissertationÑ is why the aesthetics 

of incarceration became a fertile source for medieval PersiaÕs literary imagination, when it had 

not done so in normative, conventionalized, and, ultimately, genre-based forms, earlier. 

Regardless of the popular dissemination of prison literature that has been adduced for multiple 
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premodern archives in this chapter and which could be adduced for many more, the status of 

prison literature in twelfth-century Persianate literary culture is a case apart. Elucidating the 

paradox of the simultaneous and intimately related florescence of literary form and the 

consciousness of social oppression suggests a counter-narrative to dominant accounts of the 

historical morphology of power.  

Forty years prior to Foucault, the now-forgotten social theorist Georg Rusche published a 

brief but scathing account of the modern prison system in Zeitschrift fŸr Sozialforschung, the 

official journal for the Frankfurt Institut fŸr Sozialforschung.62 Edited by Max Horkheimer, this 

influential periodical was an ideal venue for the articulation of RuscheÕs historical morphology 

of punishment. In several crucial respects, RuscheÕs and FoucaultÕs accounts merge. Both 

theorists recognized the illusory quality of prison history from the legal point of view. Both the 

early and especially the late Foucault perceived how legal discourse served as a cover for an 

institutional drive towards sovereignty. Rusche explained prison history through the lens of class 

conflict. Paraphrasing Disraeli, he wrote that Òthe history of the penal system [Strafwesens] is 

more than a history of the alleged independent development of legal ÔinstitutionsÕ. It is the 

history of the relations of the Ôtwo nationsÕÉ the rich and the poorÓ.63 Whether by foregrounding 

the disciplinary dimension of legal sovereignty or by emphasizing class conflict, Foucault and 

Rusche agreed that prison history should be narrated from within the framework of a broad 

                                                        
62 ÒArbeitsmarkt und Strafvollzug,Ó Zeitschrift fŸr Sozialforschung 2 (1933): 63-78. This article has been translated 
into French and published with an informative introduction by Hartwig Zadner. See ÒGeorg Rusche, marchŽ du 
travail et rŽgime des peines,Ó DŽviance et sociŽtŽ 4.3 (1980): 199-213. RuscheÕs article was later developed into 
Punishment and Social Structure (New York: Columbia UP, 1939), the first English-language work published by the 
Frankfurt School (under the direction of Max Horkheimer) after its relocation to Columbia University. As Max 
Horkheimer notes in his introduction to the first edition of Punishment and Social Structure, the Institute aimed in 
publishing this text to address itself to Òthe interrelationship  between punishment and the labor marketÓ (viii). Otto 
Kirchheimer, a research assistant for the Frankfurt School in New York, revised RuscheÕs book for publication after 
the latterÕs disappearance in 1941, and is listed as co-author.  
63 ÒArbeitsmarkt und Strafvollzug,Ó 70.  
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Marxian theory of social structure and not solely from the point of view of the state. Rusche in 

particular subscribed to a precise causal relation between a criminalÕs use-value in the Marxian 

sense, the accusedÕs commodity status, and the punishment to which the accused would be 

subjected: ÒThere is in all societies affected by a scarcity of workers a tendency away from 

corporal punishment and the extermination of the criminal. Where the criminalÕs labor is 

valuable, exploitation is preferred to capital punishment, and forced labor is the corresponding 

mode of punishment.Ó64  

Although Rusche was more interested in medieval penal practices than Foucault, there is 

also a considerable convergence in their dual account of the shift from Òpenance and monetary 

finesÓ in the early middle ages, to corporal punishment and execution in the late middle ages, to 

seventeenth and eighteenth century humanitarian imprisonment, to the modern disciplinary 

state.65 Both theorists also illuminated a trajectory from the gratuitous punishment of the 

medieval period, to an early modern capitalist mode of incarceration, to an eighteenth century 

liberal humanitarianism grounded in social reformist ideals, and culminating in an industrial 

revolution marked by unadulterated exploitation of the proletariat that penetrated deeply into the 

prison system. This latter form of incarceration resulted in such peculiar institutions as work 

merely for sake of work, discipline merely for the sake of discipline, and treadmills leading 

nowhere, Òthat have no actual goal [Zweck]Ó.66 What appeared to the untutored eye as the 

banishment of gratuitous punishment and its replacement by an efficacious industrial modernity 

was to RuscheÕs acute perception the sublimation of medieval gratuity by capitalist efficiency.   

                                                        
64 ÒArbeitsmarkt und Strafvollzug,Ó 60. 
65 ÒArbeitsmarkt und Strafvollzug,Ó 71.  
66 ÒArbeitsmarkt und Strafvollzug,Ó 74. 
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FoucaultÕs and RuscheÕs accounts of modern carceral society emerge from a social 

structure that conflates criminality with social inferiority and places the structurally weak under 

the beneficent protection of the state. By contrast, medieval prisons from Baghdad to Florence, 

far from being built on the margins of society, were located in central spaces and available to 

public view.67 Forty years ago, Pugh observed that the medieval prison was the inverse of the 

modern carceral system. ÒTo see prisoners trudging to gaol behind their escorts, begging from 

grating or in the streets, and being led to execution were the commonest of experiencesÓ in the 

medieval world. Medieval prisons, Pugh maintained, were Òmore familiar from the insideÓ as 

well as from the outside, given the abundance of civic opportunities for incarceration.68 As an 

archive, prison poetry constitutes a blueprint for a society that gives poetry access to discursive 

sovereignty. The prison poets cAd! b. Zayd, Ibn al-Jahm, Ibn al-Muctazz, al-Muctamid b. cAbb"d, 

al-Mutanabb!, Masc#d Sacd Salm!n, Falak", Kh!q!n", and Muj"r al-D!n of Baylaq"n created a 

literature of incarceration to call into question the stateÕs hegemony over its subjects freedom. 

Collectively and imaginatively, prison poetry replaced rulersÕ discretionary power with the 

poetÕs divinely sanctioned sovereignty. 

After a nearly half a century of prison historiography, the premodern prison is gradually 

becoming visible. GeltnerÕs analysis of the premodern public prison contrasts with earlier 

inclinations to locate incarceration in modernity, although a common historical narrative between 

these historians is emerging. ÒIn its early days,Ó writes Geltner, Òthe urban prison was not a place 

of shameÉRather the prison became another public site for celebrating or protesting against the 

regime, for promoting charity, and for negotiating or challenging the social order. That the prison 

                                                        
67 Geltner, The Medieval Prison, 28; Sara Ashurbeli, Gosudarstvo Shirvanshakhov (Baku: ELM, 1983). 
68 Pugh, Imprisonment, 386.  
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has become a blind spot in todayÕs appreciations of the medieval urban panorama reveals more 

about modern aspirations for a manicured backyard than about medieval realities.Ó69 This 

analysis suggests that scholars have begun to realize that there is no warrant for valorizing 

modern confinement practices. Although last few centuries has improved on the medieval world 

technologically, the discretionary nature of premodern incarceration has not been overcome 

instead sublimated into evermore difficult-to-discern forms of coercion.   

Broadly, historical and literary reasons can be isolated for studying medieval Persian 

prison poetry as a genre. These reasons parallel the complementary if incongruous relation 

between historical experience and literary knowledge alluded to earlier in this chapter. Firstly, 

the historical payoff of such a study has implications for the historical morphology of power as 

registered in modern political theory. By studying the medieval literature of incarceration 

according to its own temporal priorities, we can overcome the modern temporal prejudice that 

confines political agency to the post-Enlightenment era.70 It is perhaps a gross generalization to 

claim that modern political theory is founded on the denial of premodern political consciousness, 

but it is difficult to deny that political agency is most frequently conceived in modern terms.  

The second payoff pertains specifically to literature. Beyond recovering a concept of 

political agency for oppressed peoples in the premodern world, a literary study of the medieval 

archive of incarceration can extend the boundaries of the political. In a post-Foucauldian world, 

the modern genesis of the carceral system has long become a commonplace. We are inured to the 

stateÕs tendency to implement punishment in ways that render the incarcerated docile subjects of 

                                                        
69 Geltner, The Medieval Prison, 98-99. 
70 Although the substantiation of this account of modern political theory is largely work for the future, see for now 
Rebecca Gould, ÒThe Modernity of Classical Islam in Contemporary Daghestan,Ó Contemporary Islam 5.2 (2011), 
and the references to Habermas and Luhmann therein. 
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their jailors. Whereas sovereign exercised itself in the premodern worldly preeminently over the 

right to execute, in the disciplinary society, Foucault aptly notes that Òit is over lifeÉthat power 

establishes its dominion [ses prises].Ó71 In a world dominated by biopower, we cease to be the 

Aristotelian zoon politikon who is also capable of a political existence. Instead of being an 

animal vivant, the modern citizen as Foucault defines him, is simply Òan animal whose political 

condition places his existence as a living being in questionÓ (188). Politics in modernity ceases to 

be an alienable condition and comes to pervade all aspects of modern life, to extant of overriding 

the possibility of agency. This condition of permanent subjugation to a form of life defined by 

the state is clearly not one that a progressive politics can inhabit passively. Under such 

conditions, the only means of absorbing biopower while retaining oneÕs humanity is resistance, 

which suggests an intrinsic flaw in the structure of modern power.  

In a world wherein life itself is under sovereigntyÕs sway, the turn to medieval archives, 

and specifically to prisons and prison literature before modernity, enables a genealogy of the 

carceral capable of reading the present against the past. The literary archive of medieval 

incarceration is well suited for this interrogative role. As classical Arabo-Persian literary theory 

persistently asserted, literary texts are uniquely equipped to imagine into being counterfactual 

situations, what Arabo-Persian poetics calls maj"z.72 Among its many productive uses in Islamic 

literary theory, deploying maj"z means reading the discursive power of the prison poem against 

the grain of biopower and of its medieval equivalent, the sovereignÕs material power.  

                                                        
71 Michel Foucault, La volontŽ de savoir (Paris: Gallimard, 1976), pp. 190-91 
72 For this aspect of bal"gha, see Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs theory of poetry in Four Discourses, discussed in chapter three. 
For the legal implications of maj"z (as a supplement to the conceptÕs more widely-recognized poetic meanings), see 
Hossein Modarressi. ÒSome Recent Analyses of the Concept of maj"z in Islamic Jurisprudence,Ó JOAS 106.4 
(1986): 787- 791. 
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Before incarceration was linked to the improvement of the criminal by the state, it was 

simply one means among others for ensuring the orderly functioning of society. When prison 

became the norm, all forms of anti-government activity were criminalized. Returning, if only 

through literature, to a time when incarceration was subsumed by biopower, to cognitive spaces 

wherein the carceral condition was available to for vatic appropriation, and when being 

imprisoned did not cancel out oneÕs discursive agency, might go some distance toward undoing 

the coercive link the modern state has forged between good citizenship and obedience to the 

dominant regime. The ideal result of a premodern counterfactual exploration would not be to do 

away with the prison as such, or even with biopower, but rather to enable a more critical mode of 

reflecting on the social foundations of penal systems, to better perceive the recursive nature of 

modern methods that frequently exacerbate crime in the act of punishing it, and to recover the 

grammar for political agencyÑ no longer now for the past but for the present and futureÑ from 

this most reviled and silenced of demographics. The brutality of medieval incarceration was fully 

comparable to brutality of contemporary penal systems. But while for the most part the highest 

price paid for medieval imprisonment was death, millions of people today pay for incarceration 

today with their lives. 
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Chapter 2 
 

GENREÕS IDEOLOGIES : A TRIPARTI TE POETICS OF LITERARY FORM   
 

 
 

ÒGenres,Ó writes Tsvetan Todorov, Òare the meeting place between general poetics and 

event-based literary history.Ó73 Because every epoch possesses a system of genres that Òstands in 

some relation to the dominant ideologyÓ genres Òbring to light the constitutive features of the 

society to which they belongÓ. They institutionalize political norms in literary form while 

looking beyond normative horizons. Oppositional genres such as the prison poem simultaneously 

consolidate the political conditions that make their oppositional registers necessary and contest 

the terms of these limitations. Concentrating on the juncture between poetics and event-based 

literary history, and taking the tripartite qa$!da as the normative literary form in the medieval 

Islamic world, this chapter forks in three directions. Each section aims to trace the complex 

process through which historical experience is given literary form.  

ÒAdapting GenreÓ situates the genre concept within of Islamic literary cultures. 

ÒContracting GenreÓ examines genre as a kind of contract, attends to the political consequences 

that follow from such a paradigm, and brings those consequences into conversation with a 

Jamesonian concept of the ideology of form in its social context. ÒGenerating GenreÓ concludes 

this chapter on genreÕs ideologies by tracing concretely how the prison poem was constituted as 

a Persian genre on the basis of Arabic precedents. In keeping with Friedrich SchlegelÕs dictum 

that in the universe of poetry Ònothing is at rest, everything is developing and changing,Ó74 genre 

is understood here less as a static entity than as an overlapping series of aesthetic criterion that 

                                                        
73 Tsvetan Todorov, Genres in Discourse (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1990), 19; following quote, 20. 
74 Friedrich Schlegel, ÒAthenŠums-Fragmente,Ó AthenŠum 1.2 (1798): 252, fragment 434. 
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constitute a text formally, thematically, and discursively. Whereas a discursive genre situates the 

literary artifact in relation to non-literary discourses, a thematic genre concentrates on the merger 

between utterance and meaning (in Arabo-Persian terms, laf* and macn") that poetry is uniquely 

equipped to achieve. In Arabic, a thematic genre is signaled by a goal-oriented segment of a 

longer poem, called ghara$ (pl. aghr! $). In Persian, this kind of thematic genre is buttressed by 

a further specialization of motifs (sing. ma$m(n; pl. ma$"m!n) that unravel the political and 

poetic subtexts of formal choices. Preparing the ground for the constitution of the prison poem as 

a genre that consumes chapters three and four, this chapter helps to make visible how, by 

mediating between the sovereignty of the ruler and the sovereignty of poet, the prison poem 

introduced a new politics of belonging to the twelfth-century eastern Islamic world. 

ADAPTING  GENRE 
 

There are as many reasons to resist genre-based aesthetics with respect to Islamic literary 

cultures as there are to embrace it. In the only comprehensive treatment of the genre concept in 

European scholarship on Persian literature, Bo Utas has stated Òthere exists no neat, unified 

concept in pre-modern Persian that could be taken to correspond to some modern Western 

conception of ÔgenreÕÓ.75 Rigidly applied, genre paradigms can obscure the diversity of Persian 

and Arabic literary forms. At the same time, inasmuch as comparison requires taxonomies, 

poetry cannot be read, and literary forms cannot be analyzed, apart from the genre concept. The 

task for the critic of medieval Islamic literary cultures is to realize that the grand genresÑ lyric, 

epic, dramaÑ pertain more to poetics than to genre theory as such, and to replace these 

                                                        
75 Bo Utas, Ò ÔGenresÕ in Persian Literature 900-1900,Ó in Anders Pettersson (ed.), Literary History (Berlin: Walter 
de Gruyter, 2006), 2: 215. Further preliminary accounts of genre in Islamic literary cultures include S!r#s Sham!s", 
Anw"c-i adab! (Tehr"n: Ferdaws, 1374/1995) and the special issue on literary terminology (qa$"ya al-mu#!alah 
adab!) brought out by the Cairo-based literary journal Fu#(l  7.3 (1997). 
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universalizing and Eurocentric paradigms by more local accounts of the differentiation of literary 

forms in medieval Islamic literary cultures.76 

Resisting the grain of modern Orientalism, Gregor Schoeler seeks to make the genre 

concept (Gattungsbegriff) applicable outside Europe. ÒA literature is unthinkable,Ó Schoeler 

writes in the most extensive survey of the genre concept in European Orientalist scholarship, 

Òthat in one way or another that does not divide [literary] works into the outer and inner forms 

[ausseren und inneren Form] that constitute them.Ó77 When taken as a method for comparison 

more than a stricture for enforcing purity, and as, on analogy with SausurreÕs account of 

linguistic signification, a Òsystem of differences without positive terms,Ó genre generates a useful 

framework for studying the poetics as well as the politics of the prison poem.78   

In addition to Utas and Schoeler, the Arabist Jaroslav Stetkevych promoted the relevance 

of the genre concept for classical Islamic literary forms. From the perspective of classical Arabic, 

Stetkevych conceives of genre as the condensation of a Òselective perception of realityÓ.79 Like 

disciplines, genres introduce specific epistemic and ontological possibilities into human history. 

While aesthetic criteria, taken in isolation, cannot  alone illuminate the diversity of literary 

forms, the genre concept usefully ties literary form to social context. To recapitulate Todorov, 

the existence of certain genres in certain societies and their absence in other societies attests to a 

Òcentral ideologyÓ that can be mined for its teaching on the sources of sovereignty.80 Focusing 

primarily on narrative genres, Fredric Jameson has offered the most sustained account of the 

                                                        
76 Todorov, Genres in Discourse, 18. 
77 ÒDie Einteilung der Dichtung,Ó ZDMG 123 (1973): 9. For another account of genre from the perspective of 
classical Arabic poetics, see Amjad Trabulsi, La critique poŽtique des arabes (Damascus: Institut fran•ais de 
Damas, 1958), 215-38. 
78 Thomas Beebee, Ideology of Genre (Philadelphia: Penn State UP, 2004), 256. 
79 Jaroslav Stetkevych, ÒThe Arabic Lyrical Phenomenon,Ó JAL 6 (1975): 58. 
80 Todorov, Genres in Discourse, 164. 
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ideology of form, whereby a rubric generates Òimaginary or formal ÔsolutionsÕ to unresolvable 

social contradictionsÓ.81 And yet, the mediatory function of literary form is by no means 

restricted to narrative, for, as Cohen writes, by involving the Òinclusion and exclusion of genres 

themselvesÓ any given genre can heighten awareness of Òthe functions of repression and 

renewalÓ in the social realm. 82 Inasmuch as they propose to merge the irreconcilable, genres 

Òchallenge us to grasp our multitudinous experiencesÓ precisely as irreducible multiplicity.83 

They resolve formally what cannot be resolved in purely ideological terms. 

Adapting JamesonÕs focus on narrative to the exigencies of a literary culture that did not 

place much emphasis on literary articulations rendered in prose, this chapter mobilizes a contract 

theory of genre to situate the Persian aesthetics of incarceration as it emerged from the Arabic 

literature of captivity. Anticipating chapter fiveÕs focus on a radically different, and more 

explicitly political, contract, it uncovers the ideological dimensions of material that is at present 

viewed primarily as part of an autonomous literary system. Any contract theory of genre, like 

any tabulation of the ideology of form, needs to begin locally, by reviewing currently available 

taxonomies of the genre system of classical Persian literature. Figures 4 and 5 represent the 

scheme proposed by Bo Utas. The two figures branch out in opposite directions according to the 

size of their components. Figure 4 figures more centrally into the genre topography of the prison 

poem, inasmuch as ( abs!yy"t were not composed in any of the long forms denominated by Utas 

until the twentieth century.84   

                                                        
81 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious  (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1982), 242. 
82 Ralph Cohen, ÒGenre Theory, Literary History, and Historical Change,Ó David Perkins (ed.), Theoretical Issues in 
Literary History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1991), 90. 
83 Cohen, ÒGenre Theory, Literary History, and Historical Change,Ó 113.  
84 The first long poem composed in the ( abs!yy"t mode is Malik al Shucar"Õ Bah"rÕs K" rn" maye-i zind" n (D!w"n-i 
ashc" r-i shadravan Mu' ammad Taq! Bah"r ÒMalik al- Shucar"ÕÓ (Tehr"n: Intish"r"t-i !"s , 1368/1989), 831-944. 
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 Figure 5 Genre 
Typology of Non-Narrative Forms (Utas, Ò ÔGenresÕ in Persian Literature 900-1900,Ó Anders Pettersson (ed.), 
Literary History, 231). 

 

Figure 6 Genre Typology of 
Narrative Forms (Utas, Ò ÔGenresÕ in Persian Literature 900-1900,Ó 224).  

 
Notable in both figures is the movement from form to theme (ÒthemeÓ here signifying a 

sense analogical to content). According to UtasÕ rendition, the qa$!da generates the panegyric, 

the threnody, and the homiletic, whereas its formal offshoot the ghazal generates only the 

threnody and the homiletic. By contrast, the rub"c!, which bears no genealogical relation to the 

qa$!da or the ghazal, produces no taxonomies based on theme. One way of describing the 

relation between genres based on form, such as the qa$!da, ghazal, rub"c! and mathnaw!, and 

genres based on content, such as the ( abs!yy"t, khamr!yy"t (bacchic poem), !ard!yy"t (hunting 

poem), zuhd!yy"t (ascetic poem), and raw$iyy" t (garden poem)Ñ which become in UtasÕ 

transposition the panegyric, the threnody, and the homiletic, mystic, anacreontic, and classicalÑ

                                                                                                                                                                                   
For a preliminary analysis of this text from the perpective of Masc#d SacdÕs prison poem poetics see Matthew 
Chaffee Smith, ÒLiterary courageÓ (PhD diss., Harvard University, 2006), 27. 
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is through a taxonomy suggestive of hierarchical dependency and genealogical filiation, such as 

genre/subgenre.  

As problematic as is the genre concept for medieval Islamic literary cultures, dealing with 

the form/theme dichotomy by ascribing one to the category of form and the second to the 

category of theme, and thereby making the qa$!da a genre and reducing the prison poem to a 

mere subgenre exacerbates rather than addresses the incommensurability between European and 

non-European literary forms. This dissertation reads the prison poem as a formal, thematic, and 

discursive genre, and precisely not as a subgenre with a content dictated by an overarching form. 

Peering beyond this local archive, the interactions between form, theme, and discourse in 

constituting the prison poem offer an illuminating revision of currently hegemonic genre theory, 

which isolates these three categories, privileges the first for the purposes of classification and the 

third for the purposes of abstract theorization, and obscures the substantial work done by themes 

(aghr! $; sing. ghara$) in constituting the ideologies of form that governed literary imaginations 

in the medieval Islamic world. New texts inflect any given genre, and that no genreÕs boundaries 

can be defined Òby any single set of characteristics such as should determine a class.Ó85 FowlerÕs 

distinction between genre and class encourages a rethinking of the prison poemÕs relation to 

literary forms through the tripartite genre rubric proposed here, with a particular focus on 

thematic genres, rather than though a static notion of class membership.   

Without universalizing either epic or lyric norms, such distinctions can at least open a 

conversation about the qa$!da beyond purely formal concerns. As the normative genre for all 

non-narrative poetic forms, the qa$!da is a formal and thematic genre that, as Arabist Renate 

Jacobi suggests in adapting StaigerÕs influential typology, transgresses divides between lyric, 
                                                        
85 Alistair Fowler, Kinds of Literature (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1982), 38.  
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epic, and drama by at once fulfilling the norms pertinent to each genre.86 In its most typical 

iteration, the monorhymed qa$!da consists of three sections: the nas!b (erotic prelude), ra! !l 

(journey or transition section), and the mad!"  (praise section).87 In later Persian courtly contexts, 

the mad!"  section is preceded by a transition section called gur!zg! h, which often means that the 

panegyric function dominates the entirety of the qa$!da to an even greater extent than in its early 

Arabic iterations. Additionally, and the nas!b is sometimes omitted, inasmuch as it has been 

rendered superfluous by the courtly context, the absence of a beloved, and an urban setting. This 

diversity of possible combinations alone shows how capacious this genre can be in formal terms, 

and formal multiplicity results in thematic polysemy.  

Similarly to Utas and Stetkevych, Jacobi regards the qa$!da as an ur-genre that subsumes 

into itself all other literary forms. Even the most lyrical qa$!das tend to be more politically 

grounded than the panegyrics of European modernity or classical antiquity. Nonetheless, taken 

together with JamesonÕs contract theory of genre, Earl MinerÕs stipulation that the lyric is the 

Òfoundation genreÓ for later developments in world literatures adds cogency to a lyrical-political 

genealogy of the prison poem.88 As a genre, the prison poem crosses the aesthetic/political divide 

by subverting the qa$!daÕs panegyric thematic content while honoring its form. Stated less 

locally, the prison poemÕs transformation of the qa$!da merges lyric and epic registers that tend 

to be dichotomized in European literary theory.89 How one adjudicates the lyric for the qa$!da 

                                                        
86 Renate Jacobi, ÒDie Qaside als Gattung,Ó Studien zur Poetik der altarabischen Qaside (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner 
Verlag, 1971), 204-212, esp. 208ff.  
87 On the tripartite qa!"da, see Ibn Qutayba, Kit!b ash shicr wa shucar"Õ, ed. Gaudefroy-Demombynes (Paris: Les 
Belles Lettres, 1947), 13; Suzanne Stetkevych, Mute Immortals Speak (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1993).  
88 Earl Miner, Comparative Poetics (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1999), 82. On the same page, Miner erroneously 
maintains that Òneither Arabic nor Persian literature has an originative poetics per se.Ó 
89 Utas, on the other hand, draws somewhat different conclusions from the lyric/epic distinction, associating the 
prose and long narrative forms (mathnaw!) native to Persian with the epic and the qa$!da and its deriviates 
exclusively with the lyric (Ò ÔGenresÕ in Persian Literature,Ó 206).  
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depends on how capacious our concepts of genre are allowed to be. For Stetkeyvich, the qa$!da 

becomes an ÒArabic lyrical odeÓ when it formally incorporates the nas!b, the Arabic captatio 

benevolentai and the ghazalÕs formal ancestor.90 For Eksell, writing from the vantage point of 

early Arabic poetics, Òof the three grand genres, or modes, defined by AristotleÑ epic, drama and 

lyricÑ the Arabs do not really count any other than the lyrical oneÓ.91  

The lack of an extensive critical vocabulary for genre in classical Persian or Arabic 

literary traditions has contributed to a normative resistance to genre criticism on the grounds of 

its perceived anachronism. Consider for example StetkevychÕs criticism of one of the most 

widely distributed modern anthologies of Arabic poetry, edited by the well-known Orientalist A. 

J. Arberry. Stetkevych observes that the only category distinction Arberry permits in his anatomy 

of millennia of Arabic poetry is between the qa$!da and the qi!ceh (poetic fragment), Òas if no 

further classification were possibleÓ and as if genre were beyond the intellectual horizons of 

medieval Arabic literary culture. Typically of European approaches to the genre concept, genre 

is here dichotomized into formal and discursive, with the burden of formal genres borne wholly 

by premodern Arabic literary culture, the discursive genres reserved for European modernity, 

and the thematic genres that comprise the bulk of interesting literary-critical reflection in Arabo-

Persian literary theory neglected entirely. Stetkevych warns that, in the absence of genre 

criticism, Arabic poetry will be Òan amorphous conglomerate of verse, with its chronological 

arrangement giving the impression of a mere accidentÓ.92 By contrast, in marrying event-based 

history with poetics and in attending to the ideology of literary form in a given social context, 

                                                        
90 Stetkevych, ÒThe Arabic Lyrical Phenomenon,Ó 72. On the origins of the ghazal in the qa$!daÕs nas!b, see Thomas 
Bauer and Angelika Neuwirth (eds.), Ghazal as World Literature I (Beirut: Orient-Institut Beirut, 2005). 
91 Kerstin Eksell, ÒGenre in Early Arabic Poetry,Ó in Anders Pettersson (ed.), Literary History (Berlin: Walter de 
Gruyter, 2006), 2: 162. 
92 Jaroslaw Stetkevych, ÒSome Observations on Arabic Poetry,Ó JNES 26.1 (1967): 3. 
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genre can Òaccount for literary change more adequately than histories based on themes, ideas, 

periods, and movementsÓ.93 StetkevychÕs injunction that genre criticism be broadened to better 

suit Islamic literary cultures offers an inducement for revising the genre concept through twelfth-

century Persian prison poetry.  

Before documenting how prison poets, together with medieval literary critics, generated 

the prison poem, the genre concept needs to be further adapted for premodern Islamic literary 

cultures. The most important aspect of this adaptation will entail expanding the genre concept 

beyond the form/discourse dichotomy and introducing the thematic approach, based on goal-

oriented motifs, known in Arabic as ghara&. The task of generating a global account of genre is 

complicated by genre theoryÕs normatively exclusion of non-European traditions from its 

purview. A local account of the genre concept for Islamic literary cultures is in order, and the 

prison poem is an ideal object for its elucidation. The genre typology proposed here responds to 

Ralph CohenÕs call for a Ògeneric reconstitution of literary studyÓ.94 Only this reconstitution is 

undertaken with greater attention to the potential contributions of Islamic literary cultures to a 

field theory of literary genre than the discipline of comparative literature has yet known. Claudio 

GuillŽnÕs predicted forty years ago that the genre criticism of the future will make the search for 

universals contingent on Òon the assimilation of a great deal of knowledge concerning the non-

Western literatures [and] on the work of comparative literature scholars who have been trained as 

                                                        
93 Cohen, ÒGenre Theory, Literary History, and Historical Change,Ó 113. 
94 Cohen, ÒIntroduction: Notes toward a Generic Reconstitution of Literary Study,Ó NLH 34.3 (2003): xvi. For the 
circumstances leading to this particular configuration, see Cohen, ÒNotes for a History of New Literary History,Ó 
NLH 40.4 (2009): 36. 
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Orientalists.Ó95 Although his prediction has yet to be fulfilled, the account of genre proposed here 

constitutes one movement in that direction. 

Formal, Thematic, and Discursive Genres 

Building on UtasÕ typology for Persianate literary forms (figures 4 and 5), the qa$!da can 

be seen as a formal genre (belonging to the class that includes ghazal, qi!ceh, rub! c!), the 

!abs"yy#t as a thematic genre or ghara& (belonging to the class that includes khamr!yy"t, 

!ard!yy"t, and zuhd!yy"t), and poetry as a discursive genre (belonging to the class that includes 

prose, and other non-literary disciplines).96 All three overlapping genres were recognized by 

critics in the medieval Islamic world and described in terms of a widely varying group of 

lexemes including aghr"$, a#n"f, fun(n, ark"n, anw"c, and aqs"m. Frequently, the form, theme, 

and discourse were mixed, as when Ibn Rash!q divided literary expression into four pillars 

(ark"n): encomium (mad!! ), invective (hij" Õ), erotic poetry (nas!b), and elegy (rith" Õ). Mad!!  

and nas!b, the first and second of these pillars, are also ghara$, as well as elements of the 

tripartite qa$!da.97 From this vantage point, it would appear that the Òfoundation genreÓ for 

medieval Islamic literary cultures was less the lyric Miner wishes to universalize than the 

capacious qa$!da, which, thanks  to its polythematic form, could fashion itself equally as 

encomium, invective, and erotic poetry. Whether formal, thematic, or discursive, each of the 

three kinds of genre enumerated here militates against purist taxonomies and lends credence to 

                                                        
95 Claudio GuillŽn, Literature as System (Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1971), 114-5. 
96 The distinction between formal and thematic genres roughly corresponds to FowlerÕs distinction between kinds of 
modes. As noted by Geert Jan van Gelder, the latter in turn corresponds to what is usually meant in classical Arabic 
literary theory by ghar" $ (pl. aghr"$) (ÒSome Brave Attempts at Generic Classification in Premodern Arabic 
Literature,Ó Bert Roest and Herman Vanstipout, (eds), Aspects of Genre and Type in Pre-modern Literary Cultures 
[Groningen: STYX Publications, 1999], 20-21.  
97 Ibn Rash!q al-Qayraw"n!, al-cUmda f! #in" cat al-shicr wa naqdih (Cairo: Ma1bacat al-Sac"dah, 1907), 77-78. 
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Thomas BeebeeÕs claim that Òlack, rather than a presenceÉÔestablishesÕ the genre.Ó98 If genre is 

constituted by difference, then generic instability is the ideal medium for the prison poem, as for 

other Persian and Arabic literary forms in which the thematic aspect of genre is most prominent.  

Rather than referring to literary genres as classes, early Arabic critics such as Ibn Sall"m 

(d. 846 CE) deployed the taxonomical term !abaq"t (classes, levels) to distinguish among poets. 

Fowler and E.D. Hirsch follow Ibn Sall"mÕs lead in distinguishing genre from class membership.  

Hirsch understands genre in terms of type. ÒA type can be entirely represented in a single 

instance,Ó he clarifies,Ó while a class is usually thought of as an array of instances.Ó99 It is not 

necessary for a prison poem to invoke the entire thematic apparatus of incarceration in order for 

it to constitute itself as a prison poem. With the thematic genres, more than with formal and 

discursive genres, synecdochic representations are the norm. Grey hair, tears, heavy breath, 

toothless mouths and mouthless teeth can all variously represent the thematic genre of the prison 

poem, and the presence of one motif implies the presence of the other.  

An even richer resource for conceptualizing literary genre and especially for describing 

genre membership is provided by WittgensteinÕs concept of family resemblances. On 

WittgensteinÕs account, Òthe differing resemblances between family membersÑ build, features, 

eye color, gait temperamentÉ.overlap and crossÓ.100 The genre membership of particular 

families of texts is constituted less by shared qualities that predetermine their character than by 

the tendencies that affiliate family members to each other. Family membership is consistent with 

                                                        
98 Beebee, Ideology of Genre, 263. 
99 E.D. Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation (New Haven: Yale UP, 1967), 50.  
100 Philosophische Untersuchungen, ed. Joachim Schulte (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2001), 494 (=¤71). For applications of 
WittgensteinÕs concept of family resemblances to genre theory, see Maurice Mandelbaum, ÒFamily Resemblances 
and Generalization Concerning the Arts,Ó American Philosophical Quarterly 2.3 (1965): 219-228 and David 
Fishelov, ÒGenre Theory and Family Resemblance Revisited,Ó Poetics 20.2 (1991): 123-138.  
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the genre instability defended by Beebee as the very nexus through which genres come into 

being. MembersÕ differences are manifested in the process through which resemblances are 

constituted. According to WittgensteinÕs account of identity, affiliation is premised less on 

congruity or conformity to a predetermined norm and more on interaction among the three kinds 

of genre, formal, thematic, and discursive. To say one text is related to another through genre is 

not yet to explicit the interaction of these three difference kinds of genre, nor is it to 

predetermine any specific kind of resemblance. When similarities are identified, a 

Wittgensteinian paradigm for resemblance suggests that they are of at most peripheral 

significance and do not elucidate the core of genre identity, which hinges more on difference 

than with resemblance.  

Another advantage of viewing genre through the framework of family resemblances is 

that it allows us to escape the definitional quandary that is constrained to ask whether a genre is 

constituted by its elements or whether genre membership determines the elements of a text. 

Elliot notes in his study of satire that genre identity according to Wittgenstein is not a factual 

question decided by the presence or absence of certain genre themes (aghr"$) or genre markers 

(ma$m(n). Instead, the question to be asked in determining whether a given text constitutes an 

addition to, for example, satire is Òare the resemblances of this work to various kinds of satire 

sufficient so that we are warranted in including it in the categoryÑ or in extending the category 

to take it in?Ó101 Applying such questions methodologically means reading genre through the 

lens of family resemblance. This allows for a more historical and contingent inflection to the 

genre concept, and enables a more precise elucidation of the nature of literary form. The point of 

genre criticism is not to determine whether a given text belongs to a given genre, but rather to 
                                                        
101 Robert C. Elliot, ÒThe Definition of Satire,Ó YCLG 9 (1962): 23.   
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produce a genealogy of the conditions and causes that would make such genre membership 

meaningful.  

Just as wine poems (khamr!yy"t) are constituted by drinking motifs and hunting poems 

(!ard"yy#t) are constituted by hunting motifs, so are !abs"yy#t constituted by the topoi of 

incarceration. Rehearing an old argument, Schoeler maintains that genre criticism according to 

Òouter [Šusseren] formÓ was more advanced than genre criticism according to Òinner formÓ in 

medieval Arabic poetics due to the lack of a concept of Òorganic unityÓ (Gedichtganzheit).102 

Like Arberry, this evaluation projects a European dichotomy of genre as exclusively formal or 

discursive onto a premodern archive that primarily theorized genre in terms of theme.  

Additionally, just like language in the Sausurrean system of differences, thematic, formal, 

and discursive genres can only be comprehended relationally. ÒA genre,Ó notes Cohen, Òcannot 

be defined by its own terms.Ó103 Genres constitute their own identities through other kinds of 

genres. No genre is exclusively formal, thematic, or discursive, and being formal, thematic, or 

discursive is never enough. The drinking, hunting, or incarceration motif does not fully constitute 

participation in the genres of !abs"yy#t, khamr"yy#t, and !ard"yy#t. No less significant is a 

poemÕs capacity to signify formally, through its status as a qa$!da, ghazal, qi!ceh, rub"c!, or 

mathnaw!, and discursively, through its status as poetry. A further gloss on the interdependency 

between formal and thematic genres is provided by the !abs"yy#t in relation to the two dominant 

                                                        
102 The molecular model positing a lack of Òorganic unityÓ in Arabo-Persian poetics was first articulated for Islamic 
poetics by T. Kowalski in his essay ÒPr—ba charakterystyki tw—rczo2ci arabskiej,Ó Na szlakach Islamu (Cracow: 
Gebethner i Wolff, 1935), 101-121, especially the section titled ÒStruktura molekularna utwor—w arabskichÓ 
[Molecular Structure of Arabic Works]. Wolfhart Heinrichs summarizes the controversy stirred by KowalskiÕs thesis 
(Arabische Poesie und griechische Poetik, Beirut: Beiruter Texte und Studien, 1969, 20ff); also see G. J. H. van 
Gelder, Beyond the Line (Leiden: Brill, 1982). In contrast to his denigration of Arabic poeticsÕ treatment of inner 
form, Schoeler praises the modernity of medieval Arabic classifications of poetry according to outer form (Òdie 
arabischen DichtungstheoretikerÉbei modernen Untersuchungen zu Grunde gelegt warden kann,Ó 30).  
103 Ralph Cohen, ÒGenre Theory, Literary History, and Historical Change,Ó 97. 
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lexemes referencing incarceration, sijn (the standard Arabic word for prison) and ! abs (one of 

many Persian words for prison, present in vernacular Arabic, but more in the meaning of 

detention than incarceration). Classically, a ( abs!yy"t must reference ! abs, but allusion to sijn 

may enable a literary text to qualify as a prison poem, as in an example from the d!w"n of 3 us"m 

al-D!n al-3 "jir! given at the conclusion to this chapter.  

Adorno had in mind primarily the working of discursive genres when he set forth the 

complex dialectic between history and the imagination, writing that there is Òno material content, 

no formal category of an artistic creation, however mysteriously changed and unknown to itself, 

which did not originate in the empirical reality from which it breaks free.Ó104 As far as it goes, 

this account of a literary form breaking free from its empirical moorings elucidates the political 

aesthetics of the prison poem. However, AdornoÕs formulation does little to untangle the precise 

poetic process through which such resistance on the part of form to history takes place. Like 

Adorno, Bakhtin privileged discursive genres when he developed the concept of speech genres 

(rechovikh zhanrov). Already in his earliest work, he argued against Shklovskian formalists that 

Òpoetics should begin with genre, not end with it,Ó and his endeavor to move genre beyond genre 

a typology of literary forms shows how prison poems can signify discursively.105 But, for 

Adorno as far Bakhtin, the concentration on genre as a discursive category forecloses attention to 

genreÕs thematic functions. Both theoretical paradigms are born from the split between form and 

discourse propagated by European criticism and resisted by medieval Arabo-Persian literary 

theory. 

                                                        
104 Theodor Adorno, ÒCommitment,Ó in Terry Eagleton and Drew Milne (eds.), Marxist Literary Theory: A Reader 
(New York: Wiley-Blackwell), 199.  
105 M. M. Bakhtin, ÒProblema rechevykh zhanrov,Ó Sobranie sochinenii v semi tomakh, ed. S.G. Bocharov and L. A. 
Gogotishvili (Moscow: Russkie slovari, 1996), 5: 159-206. 
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A textÕs constitution as a genre is a three-step process involving first the virtualization of 

a non-literary discourse and secondly the conventionalization of the genre newly rendered as 

literature. 106 Only after virtualization does it become possible to export speech situations outside 

literature and thereby to produce texts that resonate outside literature. By participating in a 

tripartite process of virtualization, conventionalization, and export, the prison poem realized 

itself as a discursive genre, alongside its more familiar role as a formal and thematic genre. This 

discursive genre generated one of the most sustained critiques of sovereignty in the medieval 

world. It brought to bear on non-literary genres such mirrors-for-princes the discursive criterion 

of poetic discourse (sukhan), and called for a greater accession to the sovereignty of the 

imagination than was currently available in non-literary discourse. In its capacity as a discursive 

genre, it  privileged the authority of the poet over the authority both of the sultan and, frequently, 

of the religious discourse that undergirded the sultanÕs power. In order to understand the 

workings of genre at the level of discourse, it is necessary to understand the contractual nature of 

the genre compact. 

CONTRACTING GENRE  

The necessity for insisting on the genre-status of the prison poem has everything to do 

with what Fredric Jameson has referred to as the contractual nature of genreÕs coming into being. 

Genre can never be a one-sided affair, between, for example, the author and the text. The 

complicity of the reader is required for genre to signify. JamesonÕs insight into the contract status 

of genre elucidates how discursive genre creates a site where, poetically and politically Òthe arts 

of casuistry and reason of state, of conscience and calculation, form a new compound and 

                                                        
106 Here I adapt the typology proposed by Dorothea E. von Mucke, ÒProfession/Confession,Ó NLH 34.2 (2003): 259. 
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together articulate a new concept of the subjectÓ.107 Through multiple new articulations of the 

subject, a dialectic between politics and aesthetics emerged in medieval Islamic literary cultures 

with respect to the prison poem.  

Read discursively, the prison poem is a social contract, specifically a petition for 

freedom. Premised on the perception of the state as an artificial entity, subject to change, this 

genre introduced the possibility of critique to the twelfth century Eastern Islamic world. Just as 

the social contract in early modern Europe enabled a new form of belonging, so did the prison 

poem offer the medieval world an analogous model for rethinking the terms of sovereignty. This 

genreÕs questioning of the terms of material sovereignty was one of the major symptoms of the 

shifts in the location of sovereignty that transformed the medieval Eastern Islamic world. 

Victoria KahnÕs presentation of early modern social contract theory as a discursive genre that 

stands at the threshold Òof a purely human construction of obligationÓ operates analogously for 

the medieval Persian prison poem.108 The threshold of post-Caliphal sovereignty hovers over the 

fictitious quality of the stateÕs claim to sovereignty. Under such a regime, politics becomes a 

realm of Òpoetics, even fabrication.Ó109 The recognition of the fictitious basis of state sovereignty 

was also in evidence in twelfth century Persian literature and literary theory, and coincided with 

the desacralizations effected by the shift away from the language of the QurÕan and the decline of 

the caliphate.110 Chapter six brings these threads together by focusing on their consequences in 

Persianate political theory, while this chapter studies how these political changes were embodied 

in, and perpetuated by, genre. 

                                                        
107 Kahn, Wayward Contracts, 8-9. 
108 Kahn, Wayward Contracts, 28. 
109 Kahn, Wayward Contracts, 16. 
110 Gould, ÒThe Persian Translation of Arabic AestheticsÓ. 
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Beyond Wittgensteinian family resemblances, Bakhtinian speech genres, and Fowlerian 

literary kinds, Fredric JamesonÕs contract theory brings into focus the ideology of the prison 

poemÕs form. Contesting genre criticism as such, Jameson argues that an Òideology of formÓ lies 

at the origins of the categories that are later sedimented into literary genres. By merging formal 

and discursive genres, JamesonÕs contract theory reveals the flexibility of the genre concept as 

well as its overlapping character, which constitutes a text formally, thematically, and 

discursively in radically different ways but mutually interdependent ways.  

Possessing the same relation to form as capital does to the feudal mode of production, 

genre in terms of JamesonÕs contract theory is Òa mediatory or harmonizing mechanismÓ that 

aims to resolve social conflict through the ideology of literary form.111 As one of the few genre 

theorists to consider formal and discursive genres together, JamesonÕs contribution to genre 

theory palpably elucidates the work of the prison poem. ÒGenres live and die,Ó writes Ian 

Buchanan, commenting on JamesonÕs genre theory Òaccording to how well they stage and 

symbolically resolve the social and cultural anxieties of their time.Ó112 While these stagings are 

necessarily formal, and transpire through recourse to tropes such as synecdoche, inversion, 

chiasmus, and irony, their consequences are intensely discursive. More than any other literary 

form contemporaneous with it, the prison poem performs discursive work through its mediation 

of qualities specific to formal genres. As a result, this polysemic genre collapses distinctions 

between politics and aesthetics, as well as among formal, thematic, and discursive genres. 

Although his stagist account of literatureÕs progression away from genres needs to be 

modified to suit premodern archives, JamesonÕs compelling presentation of genre as a social 

                                                        
111 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious, 141.  
112 Ian Buchanan, Fredric Jameson (New York: Continuum, 2006), 73. 
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contract creates a rich analytical framework for discussing the poetics and politics of the prison 

poem. Genre for Jameson involves Òsocial contracts between a writer and a specific public, 

whose function is to specify the proper use of a particular cultural artifactÓ.113 These contracts 

are formal, thematic, and discursive. Where Jameson refers to a contract between a writer and a 

specific public, a transposition of this paradigm to a medieval courtly archive would substitute 

the poet and the patron. For a prison poem, this paradigm would be further nuanced to 

encompass the jailor/patron/ruler. When adequately modified to suit premodern polities, the 

contract theory of genre clarifies the inscription of poetic onto political sovereignty, and of 

discourse by form through the manipulation of theme.  

JamesonÕs concentration on the ideology of literary form was preceded by Bakhtin and 

MedvedevÕs classic critique of formalist aesthetics, subtitled Òa critical introduction to 

sociological poeticsÓ. In terms that intriguingly echo the distinction between utterance (laf*) and 

meaning (macn" ) in classical Arabo-Persian literary theory, as well as between res and verba in 

Latin literary theory, Bakhtin and Medvedev write that Òthe thematic unity of the work and its 

actual place in life grow together organically in the unity of genre.Ó Genre is the discourse 

through which Òthe unity of the factual reality of the word [slova] and its meaning [smyisla] are 

most fully realized.Ó The new word-utterance (slova-vyiskazivanie) brought about by genreÕs 

unification of word and meaning enables comprehension, and not just of literary reality, but most 

crucially, of the world beyond the text, the empirical reality towards which Adorno gestured, that 

both conditions the prison poem and provides the grounds for its resistance. ÒGenre,Ó Bakhtin 

and Medvedev conclude in a rare gloss of theme in place of form or discourse, Òis the organic 

                                                        
113 Jameson, The Political Unconscious, 107. Emphasis in the original.  
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unity of theme and of what lies beyond it.Ó114 To the extent that it constitutes a genre, a text is 

entrenched in the world of non-literary discourse and in the empirical realities from which it 

strives to break free. Following the Bakhtinian yoking together of utterance and meaning, 

GuillŽn proposed that Ògeneric models, to a greater degree than rhetorical or stylistic norms, 

postulateÉthe emergence, beyond res and verba, of a unified artistic whole.Ó115 Both mergers 

presume the unity of form, theme, and discourse that Arabo-Persian poetics gestures towards and 

which European scholars have resisted.  

By contrast with the tendency to exclude thematic genres by opposing genre to rhetoric, 

the contract theory of genre proposes a genealogical relation between the three categories of 

literary production and lays particular emphasis on thematic genres. When genre is viewed as a 

social contract, the mutual debt between literary form and its empirical moorings becomes clear. 

To paraphrase Adorno, artistic creations resist empirical reality just as prison poems resists the 

incarcerated condition. Genre is the ideological inscription of the realityÕs text, and that the net 

result of this process is literary form. The ideology of genre introduces the prison poemÕs theme 

(ghara$), while its form is enables a thematic intervention in the qa$!da form. While 

imprisonment occasions a particular theme, its generic articulation transforms the formal and 

discursive content of the actual incarceration. Focuses on thematic genres via a contract theory of 

genre helps us to see how every genre of classical literary culture is rhetorically grounded, and 

every aspect of rhetoric passes through the prism of the raw material of reality through the 

genreÕs form. AdornoÕs dictum that  concerning the depending of all formal categories of an 

                                                        
114 M. M. Bakhtin and P. N. Medvedev, FormalÕnyi metod v literaturovedenii (New York: Hildesheim, 1974 
[1929]), 180. 
115 GuillŽn, Literature as System, 118. 
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artistic creation on Òthe empirical reality from which it breaks freeÓ captures well the dialectic 

between form and theme, politics and the imagination, and incarceration and resistance.  

In keeping with the ontological idiom characteristic of Russian philosophical discourse, 

Bakhtin-Medvedev define genre as Òthe organic unity of theme with what lies beyond itÓ. Genre 

enables the Òfinalization of utterance,Ó that formalizes non-literary speech genres into literary 

discourse. In short, genre is a condition of possibility for literary meaning, across the temporal 

and geographic spectrum. Genre is the indirect, figurative, discourse (maj"z) that shapes the 

discursive structure of literary knowledge. Genre is the process through which experience is 

formalized textually. It is constituted partly by the abandonment of empirical realms, although in 

certain cases such as that of the prison poem, this abandonment is necessarily followed by a 

return to the empirical conditions of the prison cell. For Bakhtin-Medvedev, literatureÕs generic 

transformation of reality culminates in the exhilarating dictum that the artist (khudozhnik) must 

Òlearn to see reality through the eyes of genre [glazami zhanra]Ó inasmuch as Òthe 

comprehension of reality [ponimanie destvitelÕnost] develops and generates in the process of 

ideological social intercourse.Ó116 Literary perception thus pertains to non-literary speech genres, 

although the path to the former is heavily mediated and dense with detours.  

When formal, thematic, and discursive genres are studied from the vantage point of their 

mutual interaction, the contractual nature of genre becomes clearer. According to this contract 

between poet and patron, changes in conventions are regulated by social transformations. Genre 

markers thereby mediate between the aesthetic and political. While Òwriters deliberately 

compose in genres that resist the restraints the authorities impose,Ó institutional authority and 

power controls Òthe production of genres by punishment or threat of punishment,Ó writes 
                                                        
116 M. M. Bakhtin and P. N. Medvedev, FormalÕnyi metod, 182-3. 
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Cohen.Ó117 Poets propose generic resolutions to social contradictions, notwithstanding the 

intrinsically hierarchical nature of certain social norms. These formal resolutions give rise to the 

possibility of actual opposition, creating a dialectic between resistance and constraint that 

corresponds to the terrain of the medieval Persian prison poem. In the medieval Islamic world, as 

in early modern Europe, genre functioned as a contract and contract functioned as genre. It made 

political obligations contingent on human will, revealed the fictional basis of sovereignty, and 

replaced the sacred imprimatur of the ruler with the poetÕs mandate.   

As noted above, some critics consider thematic genres like the ( abs!yy"t and khamr!yy"t 

as subgenres, bearing the same relation to the formal genre of the qa$!da as the ghazal does to the 

cUdhr! love lyric. Eksell, for example, describes the motif (macn") as lying ÒbeneathÓ genre, and 

connects the growth of motif-dominated ÒsubgenresÓ to the Òdiversification of poetry in the 

growing, urban societyÓ.118 The genre/subgenre typology perpetuates the old problematic habit 

of regarding genre criticism as merely a method of classification and assuming that the only 

legitimate genres are the formal onesÑ the qa$!da, ghazal, qi!ceh, rub"c!, and mathnaw!Ñ because 

these can be most readily classified.119 In reducing the only possible genres to formal and 

discursive ones, this approach excludes the most salient genre category for medieval Islamic 

literary cultures, that based on theme. Making of formal genres paradigms for all modes of 

literary being, it additionally and unfortunately universalizes one of genreÕs iterations. Rather 

than project an overly schematic hierarchy onto a literary system that adhered to no such rigid 

classification, a fluid approach to genre attends perpetually to the formal, thematic, and 

                                                        
117 Cohen, ÒToward a Generic Reconstitution of Literary Study,Ó xii-xiii.  
118 Kerstin Eksell, ÒGenre in Early Arabic Poetry,Ó in Anders Pettersson (ed.), Literary History (Berlin: Walter de 
Gruyter, 2006), 2: 164. 
119 For criticism of the purely classificatory application of genre criticism, see Fowler, Kinds of Literature, 37. 
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discursive overlapping dimensions of genreÕs being without hierarchizing one over the other. 

None of these three iterations are mutually exclusive and none are adequate onto themselves. 

The only category excluded here is that of subgenre, which lends itself to readily to a an apriori 

hierarchy and evades the task of confronting local, non-standardized genre iterations. It is more 

useful to consider genre as a system of internal differences, wherein each difference enables a 

different kind of meaning.    

The dialectic that characterized the prison poem applies broadly to classical Persian and 

Arabic literary cultures: poetic practice moved ahead of the theories that accompanied its 

production. Although incarceration, which when rendered in literary form constitute a thematic 

genre, only rarely made an appearance in Persian or Arabic rhetorical manuals, it was frequently 

activated as a trope in the twelfth-century Eastern Islamic world. The relation between theory 

and practice tends to confirm SchoelerÕs hypothesis: editors of d!w"ns approached more closely 

to thematic conceptions of poetic genre than did their theoretically-minded counterparts 

(Dichtungstheoretiker), who, then as now were inclined to focus on discursive genres to the 

detriment of thematic genres.120 The former commonly proposed thematic genre distinctions in 

arranging a poetÕs works.  

Following the example of Wilhelm Ahlwardt, who in the nineteenth century studied the 

organizations of the d!w"ns of Ab# Nuw"s and Ibn al-Muctazz with the goal of inferring positive 

information concerning the medieval Arabic conceptualization of genre, Schoeler examines the 

editing principles that governed the works of al-' ul! (d. 916) and 3 amza al-I$fah"n! (d. 961) who 

collected, edited, and arranged the poems of Ab! Nuw"s, Ab! Tamm"m, and al-Bu( tur!. 

Schoeler also examines d!w"ns from as late as the fourteenth century (of al-Mutanabb! by al-
                                                        
120 Schoeler, ÒDie Einteilung,Ó 33.  
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3 alab!), and, of poets from the thirteenth-century such as al-3 "jir! (d. 1235) and ' af! al-D!n al-

!ill" (d. 1349). Schoeler finds a remarkable persistence of thematic genres. He is also able to 

show how genres were creatively adjusted to local exigencies, including transformations in 

literary norms.  

According to SchoelerÕs account, the primary divisions for medieval anthologists were 

not the formal genres qa$!da, ghazal, qi!ceh. Rather, thematic genres such as the wine poem 

(khamr!yy"t), hunting poem (!ard!yy"t), praise poem (mad!' ), satire (hij"Õ), mourning poem 

(marath!), ascetic poem (zuhd!yy"t), poem of reproach (cit"b ), were the most influential 

organizing rubrics. Whereas modern literary criticism systematically subordinates thematic 

genres to formal ones. for medieval critics, formal and thematic genres were overlapping 

categories that, far from excluding each other, were actually mutually reinforcing. And in stark 

contrast to the hierarchical model prevalent today, there is little to suggest that formal genres 

dominated the conditions of literary production more than the thematic genres, such as the prison 

poem, that most clearly inscribed their ideological itinerary. Structurally, the prison poem 

mimicked parallel thematic genres that aestheticized the practices of drinking (khamr!yy"t), 

hunting (!ard!yy"t), and asceticism (zuhd!yy"t).  

The work thematic genres do to make formal genres inflect discursive genres and vice-

versa is brought out most fully in the reception history of the prison poem. As a genre rarely 

treated in itself but which developed analogously with related thematic genres, the !abs"yy#t 

compellingly attests to the force of Ònew agendasÓ that characterizes minor genres.121 It also 

provides a means for plotting genreÕs three overlapping manifestations and for moving beyond 

the form/discourse dichotomy. Thematic genresÕ absence from medieval critical typologies is 
                                                        
121 Mark Phillips, ÒHistories, Micro- and Literary,Ó NLH 34.2 (2003): 213. 
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inversely proportional to their pervading presence in rhetorical manuals as well as in other 

dimensions of literary culture. Formally, the prison poem tends towards the tripartite qa$!da. 

Discursively, it partakes of poetryÕs increasing sovereignty. Fascinating as are these two 

relations, neither can be considered innovative within the context of medieval Persian literary 

culture. The real originality of the prison poem is best revealed in the work it does as a thematic 

genre. In its capacity as a thematic though not as a formal genre, the prison poem is radically 

new to medieval literary horizons. The contrast between the predictability of prison poemÕs form 

contrasts and the unpredictability of its thematic content enables it to mediate among, if not quite 

to resolve, social contradictions at the level of discourse. 

Whether discursively, thematically, or formally, genres always originate in language. 

Half a century ago, the German literary theorist Emil Staiger worked to distinguish genre 

membership in literature from genre membership in non-literary spheres.122 The constitutive 

distinction that marks out literary discourse from other discursive forms is its use of language, 

specifically indirect figuration. Literary artifacts are necessarily implicated historically, 

inasmuch as language is realized temporally. Together with the temporality of the linguistic 

contract, indirect figuration compels a recognition of the diversity of ways in which genres come 

into being formally, thematically, and discursively. Linguistic markers offer preliminary 

assistance, but formal and thematic genres must be recognized before discursive genres can 

enable our comprehension of the aesthetic and political work done by the poetry of incarceration.  

                                                        
122 After comparing the hypothetical nature of genus in the plant world as in literary analysis, Staiger writes: Ònun ist 
das VerhŠltnis der einzelnen Dichtung zur Gattungsidee ein anderes als das der einzelnen Pflanze zur Urpflanze, des 
einzelnen Tiers zum Typus der TiersÓ (the relationship of a single poem to the genre concept is different from that of 
a single plant to an Urplant, as is [the relationship of] a single animal to the animal type), Grundbegriffe der Poetik 
(ZŸrich: Atlantis Verlag, 1946), 203. 
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One explanation for the predominance of formal genres in studies of classical Islamic 

literary cultures is that these configurations can be grasped most easily across a diversity of 

literary traditions. Formal genres constitute the most standardized dimension of genre criticism. 

They are also more immediately recognizable and classifiable than thematic and discursive 

genres. Qa$!da, ghazal, rub"c!, and mathnaw! can be defined through non-negotiable formal 

properties. Hence the abundance of studies on the formal peculiarities of the qa$!da, the ghazal, 

and other formal genres.123 But what is most interesting for an anatomy of the prison poem is less 

the qualities that constitute a given formal genre than the way formal genres interact with, and 

make possible, thematic and discursive genres. It is not only that, as Cohen has written, Ògenre is 

constructed by relations within its encyclopedia and by its interrelation with other genres at any 

one timeÓ124; even more explosive than the interrelatedness of different genres is the specific 

interaction of formal, substantive, and discursive genres within a single text.  

By accounting for how, for example, a thematic genre constitutes itself at once as form 

and discourse, we come close to addressing the very core of AdornoÕs paradox: literary artifacts 

break free from their empirical origins even, and perhaps especially, when their power derives 

from the very forces they resist. Thus for the prison poem, incarceration was the condition of 

possibility for its poetics as well as its basic object of critique. In constituting itself through 

resistance and critique, the prison poem, like the qa$!da generally, did not thereby abolish the 

institution of patronage. To contrary, the poetics of incarceration fostered an enabling dialectic 

between oppression and resistance.  

                                                        
123 Aside from, Sperl and ShackleÕs Qasida Poetry in Islamic Asia and Africa, outstanding studies include Bauer and 
NeuwirthÕs Ghazal as World Literature; A. A. al-Zabid!, Zuhd!yy"t Ab! N(w"s (Cairo: Ma!bacat K#st"ts#m"s, 
1959); Philip Kennedy, The Wine Song in Classical Arabic Poetry (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997).   
124 Cohen, ÒGenre Theory, Literary History, and Historical Change,Ó 99. 
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ÒAdapting GenreÓ and ÒContracting GenreÓ have aimed to build a tripartite genre system 

superficially attuned to classical Islamic literary forms. It has been stressed that is genre 

manifests in three different ways: as form, theme, and discourse. Each of these manifestations 

corresponds to indigenous taxonomies, with the qa$!da, ghazal, qi!ceh, and rub! c! constituting 

themselves as formal genres, the !abs"yy#t, khamr!yy"t, !ard!yy"t, and zuhd!yy"t constituting 

themselves as thematic genres, and poetry (sh!cr, sukhan, na!m) and prose (nathr) constituting 

themselves as discursive genres. In outlining the topography of medieval Persian genres, it is 

crucial to bear in mind that no genre, whether formal, thematic, or discursive can constitute itself 

in isolation from the others.  

The mutual interdependency and overlapping character of genres is most apparent in the 

case of formal genres, inasmuch as the ghazal is literally derivative of the qa$!da form (via the 

nas!b), and follows its rhyme scheme precisely. However, the derivative and dependent nature of 

genreÕs coming into being applies to the genres across the board, from the prison poem in 

relation to the mourning poem to the constitution of poetry in relation to prose. Because genre is 

never singular, the impulse to present this rubric as a static entity, in the way that analyses which 

dichotomize form and discourse and subordinate thematic genres to subsets of either side of this 

equation, is rejected here. Although genreÕs three iterations are radically distinct from each other, 

there is no overlapping hierarchy, but rather a series of endlessly overlapping concentric circles.  

The prison poem constituted itself as a genre formally, thematically, and discursively. 

Among scholars of prison poem poetics, Akimushkina has concentrated on the prison poemÕs 

formal constitution as a genre.125 She has also devoted attention to the interaction between 

                                                        
125 E. Akimushkina, Zhanr Habsiyyat  v persoiazychnyi poezii XI-XIV vv [The Prison poem genre in Persian 
literature from the eleventh to the fourteen centuries] (Moscow: Natalis, 2006). 
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formal and thematic genres with respect to the prison poem. Years before Akimushkina, !afar" 

produced a comprehensive and still authoritative study of the prison poem as a thematic genre.126 

More thoroughly than any other scholar, !afar" attended to the many motifs (ma$"m!n) that 

marked the aesthetics of incarceration. !afar" stopped short of attending to the prison poem as a 

discursive genre, which is to say as a literary form that actively intervened in, and did not simply 

reflect, the political norms that made incarceration into a normative mode of punishment for 

insubordination even more than for violent crime.  

The chapters that follow carry out this mission by studying the prison poem as a 

discursive genre in relation to its status as a formal and thematic genre. Chapter three elucidates 

the dialectic between the poetÕs self and the cosmos. Chapter four elucidates the relation between 

the poet, prophet, and sovereign, along with the discursive genres that grounded each of these 

vocations. Chapter six concludes this study by documenting how the conversation between the 

language of poetry and the discourse of sovereignty was reflected in twelfth century Persian 

political theory. No study of the prison poem can factor out the rhetorical and political 

transformations that attended the emergence of this literary form. Studied in its discursive aspect, 

genre is uniquely situated to illumine these relations.  

Whether articulated through modern European literary criticism or medieval political 

theory, a contract theory of genre presumes that the terms of this contract are susceptible to 

violation by poets, patrons, and readers. The discourse that enables a genre to signify is in a state 

of permanent flux and its always contingent on formal and thematic genres. The conditions that 

enable genres such as the prison poem can never be isolated as static entities. As with the 

conditions that generate genres, so with the texts that constitute them. ÒGenres arise and decline, 
                                                        
126 Val! All"h #afar!, !abs"yah dar adab-i F!rs" . 
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are embedded in one another, derive from or are absorbed in one another,Ó argues Cohen.127 

Genres overlap temporally as well as discursively, the genres of antiquity living Òside by side 

with those in modern timesÓ and the literary genres coexisting with Òeveryday genresÓ. 

Generic instabilityÑ its productiveness as a system of differencesÑ means that texts, 

studied from the point of view of genre criticism, are as malleable as the social and historical 

circumstances that define them. Literary works convey meaning primarily by modifying 

preexisting genres, inasmuch as, according to Fowler, Òliterary meaning works by departing from 

generic norms.Ó128 Genre theory makes provision for such discursively necessary departures. In 

the context of medieval literary cultures, to depart from one formal genre is necessarily to engage 

with another. The only limit to a formal literary genre is the materiality of the text. Because their 

forms are laden with ideologies, and because the literary is but one kind of discursive genre, 

literary genres signify outside the particular discursive domain of literature. At the same time, the 

discursive genre-status of a literary text is congruent if not synonymous with its constitution as 

literature. The diverse literatures of the world may have nothing in common except for their 

constitution as formal, thematic, and discursive genres.  

GENERATING GENRE  
 

Thus far the main focus has been on formal and thematic genres. But the most exciting 

aspect of the prison poemÕs rapid dissemination and proliferation lies in its having become a 

discursive genre through its oppositional rendering of incarceration, which was in turn a product 

of its formal engagement with the qa$!da and its mobilization of thematic motifs. The primary 

                                                        
127 Cohen, ÒToward a Generic Reconstitution of Literary Study,Ó xiii.  
128 Fowler, Kinds of Literature, 24, 46. 
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burden of genre criticism, according to Fowler, is the identification of new genres.129 

Notwithstanding many precedents, this dissertation argues that the prison poem only became a 

tripartite (formal, thematic, and discursive) genre in twelfth century Persian literature. In order to 

trace the prison poemÕs genre itinerary in the discursive realm, we need to consider how the 

Persian ( abs!yy"t was generated against an Arabic tradition. The following chapter takes up the 

emergence of the prison poem in Ghaznavid domains. A brief narration of the Arabic formal and 

thematic genre precedents for the discursive genre of the Persian prison poem will serve as a 

prelude to that discussion.  

The Language of the Birds 

In addition to the motif of the unjustly incarcerated king that ultimately became the basis 

for the representation of the unjustly incarcerated poet, another trope reverberated across the 

archive of medieval Indo-Mediterranean prison literature. This is the comparison, or just as 

frequently, the opposition, of the incarcerated poet to a bird, made to focus the readerÕs attention 

on sovereignty, freedom, and the incarcerated poetÕs lack of both. One of the most powerful 

deployments of this comparison prior to the emergence of the prison poem as a genre was by Ibn 

al-Muctazz (d.908), the one-day cAbb"sid caliph and innovative literary theorist. Ibn al-Muctazz 

died in prison after the failed coup that brought al-Muqtadir (r. 908-932) to power.130 Ibn al-

MuctazzÕs prison poem was cited widely by prominent critics such as (pseudo) al-J!"i#  and al-

Thac"li b!:   

                                                        
129 Fowler, ÒThe Future of Genre Theory,Ó Ralph Cohen (ed.), The Future of Literary Theory (New York: 
Routledge, 1989), 293. 
130 The major first-hand source for Ibn al-MuctazzÕs incarceration is al-SuliÕs preface to his edition of his friendÕs 
d!w"n, described in W. Ahlwardt, Verzeichniss der arabischen Handschriften der Kšniglichen Bibliothek zu Berlin 
(Berlin: A. W. Schade, 1894), 6: 558, No. 7542. Also see Wolfhart Heinrichs, ÒIbn al-Mutazz,Ó in Michael 
Cooperson, Shawkat Toorawa, and Roger Allen (eds.), Arabic Literary Culture, 500-925 (Charleston: Bruccoli & 
Layman, 2005), 164-171. 
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I learned to weave belts in prison, 
I who was a king before my incarceration. 

I became captive after horse-riding. 
This would never have happened without the work of the sky. 

Have you not seen the bird in the air  
almost making love to the heavens? 

When the crooked lines of time spied the bird, 
They caused it to fall into the hunterÕs net. 

The bird is captured by hunters from its high perch, 
while fish are captured from the seaÕs depths. 

 
Ibn al-Muctazz begins, as did Richard I, by contrasting his kingly birth with the lowliness of his 

incarcerated position, employing both the key terms sijn (v.1) and ! abs (v.2). He soon departs 

from the shock at his fall from grace by turning to a radically different idiom. Rather than 

blaming his friends for his condition, as did Richard I and Falak!, or his jailer, as did Kh"q"n! 

and at times Masc#d Sacd, Ibn al-Muctazz blames the sky, a motif that, as we have already 

observed with Falak!Õs penname (takhallu$), governs the prison poem. By blaming the sky for his 

misery, Ibn al-Muctazz portrays his incarceration as a tragedy of cosmic proportions.132  

Then, in the form of an apostropheÑ a device Jonathan Culler has called Ònot just one 

trope among others but a troping on the circuit of communication or situation of addressÓ133Ñ

Ibn al-Muctazz suddenly conjures the image of a bird (al-!ayr) perched high on a cliff and 
                                                        
131 Al -J!"i ! , Al-ma' "sin wa al-ca$d"d, ed. Fawz! cA!w" (Beir#t: D"r Sacb, 1969), 36; al-Thac"lib!, Yat!mah al-dahr f! 
ma' "sin ahl al-ca#r, ed. Mofid Mo( ammad Quma!( a (Beir#t: D"r al-K#t#b al-cilmia, 1983), 4: 167. The many 
variations between these citations, as well as their later redactions, merits a separate study.  
132 For even more creative deployments of falak, see chapter three. For a fuller discussion of the cosmic topos in 
general in Arabic literature, see Gregor Schoeler, Arabische Naturdichtung (Beirut: Deutschen MorgenlŠndischen 
Gesellschaft, 1974), and specifically 235-272 for Ibn al-Muctazz. 
133 Jonathan Culler, ÒLyric, History, and Genre,Ó NLH 40.4 (2009): 887. 
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suddenly betrayed not by his companions but by the Òlines of timeÓ (khu!"! al-zam"n). The 

phrase Òlines of timeÓ is enriched by the double signification of khu!"! (sing. kha!), a term that 

here may simply mean an event or state of affairs, but which in textual contexts means line or 

script.134 While on the most literal reading, the lines of time draw the hunterÕs attention to the 

bird and ultimately result in its capture, these lines can also be deciphered, in keeping with kha!Õs 

polysemy, as the lines on a manuscript, and even as the poetÕs own verse. Such a reading implies  

that Ibn al-Muctazz brought about his incarceration by virtue of his verse. His writing seduced 

the lines of time, and this renewed attention from the power hungry led to his downfall. In 

chapter three, the self-referentiality that constitutes the prison poem as a genre is shown to bear 

full fruit in the late twelfth-century Persian prison poem.    

From the point of view of prison poem poetics, the crucial moment in Ibn al-MuctazzÕs 

prison poem is the apostrophe that shifts the dominant mode of address from the solipsistic self 

to an implied reader (v.5). By focusing on what he calls the Òradical of presentation,Ó Northrop 

Frye has defined the apostrophic poetics exemplified by Ibn al-Muctazz in a way that illuminates 

the prison poemÕs lyrical dimension. ÒThe lyric poet,Ó writes Frye, Ònormally pretends to be 

talking to himself or to someone else, a spirit of nature, a muse, a personal friend, a lover, a god, 

a personified abstraction, or a natural object. The radical of presentation in the lyric is the 

hypothetical form of what in religion is called the ÔI-ThouÕ relationship.Ó135 Yet, it is less the 

religious than the poetic implications of Ibn al-MuctazzÕs apostrophe that are relevant here. In 

calling on his readers to compare his own condition to that of a captured bird and subsequently to 

a captured fish, the poet at once underscores his helplessness in the grand scheme of things and 

                                                        
134 For a famous invocation of kha! in this sense, see Kh!q!n"Õs Christian qa$!da, discussed in chapter five. 
135 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1957), 250. 
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asserts his vatic power. Ibn al-Muctazz concludes the poem that he opened by announcing his 

kingship by aligning himself with the millions of fish used to feed the masses. Although the 

poetÕs descent along the cosmic hierarchy implies a decline of sorts, the decline also underscores 

poetryÕs power, for this trajectory is activated by a poetic impulse that progresses through 

multiple apostrophes that collectively constitute Òthe poetic voice as vatic agentÓ.136  

Nearly two centuries after Ibn al-MuctazzÕs death in prison, al-Muctamid b. cAbb"d 

(1040-1095), the third and last Muslim ruler of Seville, found himself in a situation similar to 

that eulogized by the ill-fated poet-caliph. In 1086, al-Muctamid b. cAbb"d turned to the 

Moroccan king Y#suf b. T"shf!n for help in his battle with the army of Alfonso VI of Castile (r. 

1065-1109). Y#suf agreed to help and promptly routed AlfonsoÕs army in a battle in Zalafka. Not 

satisfied with this victory, the Moroccan king then decided that he wanted al-MuctamidÕs 

territories for himself and determined to vanquish the ruler of Seville. After conquering Cordoba, 

Y#suf imprisoned al-Muctamid in a dungeon in Aghm"t, to the southeast of Morocco. Al-

Muctamid remained imprisoned there until his death. During his incarceration, the deposed king 

consecrated his energies to a cycle of prison poems that stand at the pinnacle of his achievement. 

In the words of Raymond Scheindlin, al-Muctamid prison poems reflect Òthe stages by which al-

Muctamid grappled emotionally with imprisonmentÓ.137 Al -Muctamid furthered the lyric idiom in 

medieval Arabic literature when he turned to the avian imagery evoked by his cAbb"sid 

predecessor. Moved by the contrast between birds in freedom and humans in prison, al-Muctamid 

was compares himself with a flock of grouse (serb al-qi!" ) flying past the poetÕs cell:  

! " #$%&#' #( %)* +, -./ 0 ' 1 2.* 34%56" 

                                                        
136 Culler, ÒLyric, History, and Genre,Ó 889. 
137 Scheindlin, Òal-Muctamid, part 2, as poet,Ó EI2. 
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I wept on seeing a flock of grouse passing me  
free, no prison or chains holding them back. 

By God, it was not from envy that I so thought,  
only from the desire of having their form.  

 
As Scheindlin has noted, the enjambment of the poetÕs term for freedomÑ saw!ri" Ñ conjures a 

textual freedom in crossing the hemistich break that is lacking in the position from which the 

poet writes.139 Most saliently for the lyric idiom, the unfreedom of incarceration is reinforced by 

the contrast between the plurality of the poetÕs mobile avian audience and the singularity of his 

voice. By violating the conventional separation of hemistiches common to Arabic prosody, al-

Muctamid reinvented through poetry the freedom of winged creatures with the movement of his 

verse on the page, as in the following verses:   

 
 !" #$%& '()* '+,- )./0, 12,3 4567', 

 !"#$ %&' ()  * + ,- ./01 23 &4!5 ,617&)  
!" #$%&#'  ( '  !) *+% ,-  ./ .0 .1 23 

 !"#$%& '( )*$% )+,)-  ./ - %012 3452 
 

As for myself, a meeting with death awaits me. 
Who could love life with legs in chains? 
May God protect these birdsÕ children, 

even though water and shadow have taken my children.  
 

                                                        
138 D!w"n al-Muctamid, ed. Re&! al-!ab"b al-Suways! (Tunis: D"r al-T#nesiah, 1975), 187-188. This edition 
includes two lines (not cited here) missing from the version of the poem cited in D!w"n al-Muctamid, ed. A( mad 
A( mad Badaw! and "#mid cAbd al-Maj!d (Cairo: al-Ma!bac" al-am!r!ya, 1951), 110-11. Although outside the scope 
of this dissertation, it is worth mentioning that al-MuctamidÕs d!w"n is not extant and that his poems have reached us 
only in the form of an appendix to the d!w"n of Ibn Zayd#n (d. 1070), the other major prison poet of al-Andalus. 
According to E. Levi-Proven•al (Òal-Muctamid, part 1,Ó EI2), Ibn Zayd#n was also al-MuctamidÕs instructor in the 
art of Arabic poetics. For further background on the prison poetry of al-Andalus, see Muhja Am!n B"sh", Mi!nat 
shicr al-suj(n wa al-ca#r f! al-Andalus (Damascus: Dar al-Sacd al-D!n, 2005), 117-136 on Ibn Zayd#n, and cAmr 
cAbd Allah, ÒTajroba al-sijnÓ (MA thesis, Al-Najah University, Nablus, Palestine, 2004), 151-220. The most 
thorough study of the Arabic prison poem to date is by Marz!yah ) b"d, and notably in Persian: + abs!yah,sar"y! dar 
adab-i cArab!: az "gh"z t" -a#r-i ' !z"r (Mashhad: D!nishg!h-i Firdaws!, 2001). 
139 Raymond P. Scheindlin, Form and Structure in the Poetry of al-Muctamid ibn cAbb"d (Leiden: Brill, 1974), 50. 



 

 

67 

 

The pathos of this prison poem is enriched by its dialogue with Ibn al-MuctazzÕs poignant 

reduction of the incarcerated sovereign to a sea of captured fish. Here, the loss to which birds are 

subjected every day when the nests of their offspring (fer"kh) are captured by hunters pales in 

significance to the poetÕs loss of his children, and, implicitly, his entire social world. Al-

Muctamid follows Ibn al-Muctazz in reducing himself to the status of a captured bird by referring 

to his own child as a ÒchickÓ (fer"kh). There is little in this prison poem to confer hope, except 

for the vatic authority of the poetÕs utterance. Not all prison poetry, whether from the medieval 

period or from the present, carries a message of victory. 

More in the tradition of boasting (fakhr) often traced back to a pre-Islamic tribal ethos are 

the prison poems of the Hebrew poet Todros Ab# Lafia (1234-1306), who wrote from a prison in 

medieval Castile.140 Todros was imprisoned by Alfonso X, the same king who inaugurated the 

transition in European legal thought from captivity to incarceration with Las siete partidas. 

Todros composed poetry in both Arabic and Hebrew. He was imprisoned after Alfonso X 

demanded that TodrosÕ Jewish patron collect a large sum of money from the local Jewish 

community to fund his military campaigns. The patron supplied this money to the king, whose 

son peremptorily squandered it. Filled with rage, Alfonso imprisoned the majority of CastileÕs 

Jews and held them until receiving another ransom. Although the poetÕs incarceration lasted less 

than a year, it stimulated him to compose a cycle of prison poems that exceeded in quality and 

depth anything medieval Hebrew poetry had known up to that point.141 While certainly 

participating in the Hebrew exilic tradition, the resonances between Todros Ab# LafiaÕs prison 

                                                        
140 For an excellent study of fakhr that is attentive to its implications for an indigenous genre-system for Islamic 
literary cultures, see Georgia-Nepheli Papoutsakis, Desert Travel as a Form of Boasting (Wiesbaden: Harrasowitz, 
2009). 
141 These details and citation are drawn from Peter Cole, The Dream of the Poem (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2007), 
256-7. 
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poem and the Arabo-Persian tradition are striking. If not for its Hebrew idiom, the following 

lines could have been written by Ibn al-Muctazz, al-Muctamid b. cAbb"d, Masc#d Sacd, or by 

Kh"q"n!:   

When I was in prison, by order of the 
king, together with some other noblemen, 

I heard voices like those of swallows and doves 
 

I adjure you, birds, in the name of 
Love: fly to the lovers and bear them 

greetings from those who are tormented 
in prison. Tell them, I pray you, that  
they hunger and thirst, though they 
feed on the bread of tears and drink 

their heart's blood. They sit in a dark, 
vile dungeon, [hidden away] like an 
untimely birth. They lie among fleas, 

gnats, and man-eating lice. Tiny 
beasts, who haven't yet been named, 
jostle one another there like lovers in 

their lust. There the fly whistles for the 
bee, the rat grinds his teeth, and all lie 
in ambush for their body and soul. The 
overseers assail them and harass them; 
the guards are under orders not to give 
them food, and the ravens are too.142 

 
Todros Ab# LafiaÕs prison poems reveals the lyric prison idiom in full force. As in the 

prison poems of Ibn al-Muctazz and al-Muctamid b. cAbb"d, birds are figured as the bearers of a 

freedom denied to the incarcerated poet-sovereigns. As we have seen in each of these texts, the 

freedom that normally attends representations of birds is shaped by poetry in a way that makes 

such freedom generate confinement. In Ibn al-MuctazzÕs poem, the bird that supposedly was free 

is captured, just like the fish of the sea. In al-MuctamidÕs prison poem, we are reminded of the 

ruthless separation of parents from their children that is a common feature of life while hunted. 

Here, by contrast, no implicit equation is drawn between the poet and the bird. Instead, the birds 

are loci of political agency, while the poet sits in a dark, vile dungeon, as it were yet to be born. 

                                                        
142 The Penguin Book of Hebrew Verse, ed. and trans. T. Carmi (London: Penguin, 2006), 415-416. 
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Also unlike Ibn al-Muctazz and al-Muctamid, Ab# Lafia conceives of his condition as collective 

predicament and speaks to the birds in the first person plural, as might be expected given the 

grounds for his incarceration. Without relinquishing his collective voice, Todros partakes of the 

prison poemÕs lyric subjectivity, Òdivided between what observes and what is observed, what is 

concealed and what is revealed.Ó143 In doing so, he echoes the internally conflicted idiom of the 

Persian prison poem, oscillating as it does between the grammatical presence of the poetic self 

and the physical absence of the freedom this self desires. While TodrosÕ prison poem conveys a 

sense of individual suffering, it also attests to a collective consciousness concerning the 

increasing prevalence of incarceration as a form of punishment.   

N"$ir Khusrow of Badakhshan (1004-1088) is the first major Persian poet to eulogize 

exile. Although his poems of exile never entered the formal canon of !abs"yy#t, N#$ir Khusrow 

persistently figured his abode in the village Yamag"n, high in the Pamir mountains, to which he 

was confined for the last decades of his last years, as a locus of incarceration.144 As far as it went, 

the metaphor was entirely apt: unlike Ovid, who could not compare the Black Sea to a prison in 

spite of his feeling of unfreedom, mountainous Yamag"n shared in common with N"y, S#, 

Dahak, Maranj, Sh"bar"n, the Tower of London, the Paris Ch‰telet, Newgate, Le Stinche, and 

Fleet Prison a topography of closure. Just as Ab# Lafia was to do three centuries later, N"$ir 

Khusrow invoked the Òraven of separationÓ (ghur"b al-bayn), a symbol in Arabic, Persian, and, 

as we see from Ab# LafiaÕs text, Hebrew, of forced exile (ghar!b):145  

                                                        
143 A. C. Spearing, ÒPrison, Writing, Absence,Ó MLQ 53 (1992): 87-8. 
144 For N"$ir KhusrowÕs biography, see Alice C. Hunsberger, Nasir Khusraw, the Ruby of Badakhshan (London: 
I.B. Tauris, 2000). For his poetry, see Annemarie Schimmel, Make a Shield From Wisdom (New York: I. B. Tauris, 
2001), with references to N"$ir KhusrowÕs metaphorical allusions to prison on pp. 8, 26-28, 42, 80, 90-91. 
145 On the symbolism of the raven of separation in Arabic literature, see Terri DeYoung, ÒLove, Death, and the 
Ghost of al-Khans"c,Ó in Kamal Abdel-Malek and Wael Hallaq (eds.), Tradition, Modernity, and Postmodernity in 
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O exile! The water of exile robbed you of your youth. 

From the sorrow of exile the raven flies over your head. 
Even if you wash yourself daily with rose water,  

the dust of exile cannot be washed from the eyes of an exile.  
 

In addition to the symbolism of messages and messengers, Ab! LafiaÕs prison poem rehearses 

another !abs"yy!t leitmotif, particularly as pioneered by Kh!q!n"Õs poem known by the title 

ÒMan!iq al-!ayr Ó (ÒLanguage of the birdsÓ). N"$ir Khusrow apostrophizes the abstraction of 

exile, while Ab# Lafia apostrophizes the birds that symbolize his incarceration. Ab# LafiaÕs 

apostrophes do not facilitate a merger with the animal world as they did in the prison poems of 

Ibn al-Muctazz and al-Muctamid b. cAbb"d. Constrained by bars, all he can do is hope that these 

birds will act as messengers for the lovers of the incarcerated.  

Like his many predecessors, Kh"q"n! relied on avian tropes to sing the song of 

incarcerated freedom. His ÒMan!iq al-!ayr Ó is informed by an Arabic as well as Persian 

tropology, well-developed tradition already by the twelfth century. The most famous 

contribution to the Òbird discourseÓÑ man!iq is related to nu!q, the Arabic equivalent to sukhan 

(discourse)Ñ is Far!d al-D!n cA!!"rÕs narrative poem (mathnaw!), also called Man!iq al-!ayr  

(1177). In situating himself within the tradition of avian discourse, Kh!q!n" drew on a vast 

corpus of learning that preceded him, but, predictably, inflected his discursive position with an 

idiom all his own. Because the Prophet can only praise him, Kh!q!n" writes, he has every reason 

to anticipate the boundless rewards that await him in the afterlife. How, Kh!q!n" asks 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
Arabic Literature (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 60 and, on birds generally, T. Emil Homerin, ÒEchoes of a Thirsty Owl,Ó 
JNES 44.3 (1985): 165-184. 
146 N"$ir Khusrow, D!w"n, ed. !asan Taq"z#deh (Tehr"n: Nig"h, 1373/1944), 99.  
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rhetorically, could his eloquence (sukhan) suit anyone other than a prophet? That would be the 

equivalent of throwing his pearls (durr) into the mud (khil"b). Kh!q!n" responds to his own 

rhetorical questions by framing himself in the third person with another apostrophe, addressed to 

God: 

!"#$ ! "!!" !"#$%& !"# $% &'(#) *(+ ,  
!"#$% !"#$% &'()*+,  ! "#$%"&' (  

!!!" ! "#!"# $% &'"( )*"+ ,"-+"' .  
!" !"# $%! !"!" !"#$%& '() '*+147  

 
Oh Lord, free him from this prison,  

Shirw"n, evil city. My enemies are beasts.  
Because this strangerÕs prayer has been received,  

from these liars protect his soul. 
 
 This apostrophe offers an explicit and unapologetic address to God. Not only is Kh!q!n" 

unrepentant as a result of his imprisonment; the very fact of his incarceration substantiates his 

equation of his entire social world to a prison cell. Shirw"n is a ! absg"h (place of 

imprisonment), one of Kh!q!n"Õs favorite ways of describing the land in which he was born. 

Masc#d Sacd professed a strong affection for his hometown of Lahore, Kh!q!n"Õs proclaimed his 

hostility to Shirw! n. The latter wrote in the conviction that any society that incarcerates its poets 

is not worthy of respect. In labeling the capital city of the Shirw"nsh"h dynasty as a ! absg"h, 

Kh!q!n" arrogated to himself the authority of religious sanction. 

From Persian to Arabic 

While the association between the language of the birds and the experience of 

incarceration enabled the prison poem to signify across Arabic, Hebrew, and Persian literary 

                                                        
147 Kh"q"n!, Diw"n, ed. Sajj"d!, 45. On avian tropology in Persian poetry, also see Carl Ernst, ÒThe Symbolism of 
Birds and Flight in the Writings of Ruzbihan Baqli,Ó in Leonard Lewisohn (ed.), The Heritage of Sufism (Oxford: 
One World, 1999), 2:353-66. It is also of interest in this context that according to Pugh, the English ÒjailÓ originally 
meant ÒcageÓ (Imprisonment in England, 347). The first listing for Òjail, gaol, n.Ó in the Oxford English Dictionary2 
dates from 1275 and states: ÒIn helle is a deop gayholÓ. 
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cultures, certain aspects of the prison poem were specific to the Persian context. The Persian 

translation of Ibn al-MuqaffacÕs Kal!la wa Dimna, dated 1141, by Na$rull"h Munsh! (d. 1188), 

brings out well the interaction between political and literary discourse. The authorÕs famous 

collection of animal stories that often served as political allegories. Although often classed 

within the mirrors for princes genre, the impact of Na$rull"h Munsh!Õs on the prison poem as a 

discursive genre is indicated by the statement of the thirteenth-century commentator Mu!ammad 

cAwf! that Na$rull"h Munsh! was imprisoned alongside Masc#d Sacd.148As one of the first works 

of Persian prose to cite the first prison poet, Masc#d Sacd Salm!n, alongside the best-known 

Arabic poet of captivity, Ab# Fir"s al-3 amdan! (d. 968), Na$rull"h Munsh!Õs text bears attests 

that the Arabic poem of captivity had taken root in the eastern Islamic world by the twelfth 

century.149 And yet the genreÕs journey eastwards did not mark the final stage of its itinerary.  

Only the dissemination of the prison poem genre from the Persian to the Arabic-speaking 

world can explain the decision of the medieval editor of the d!w"n of the Arabic poet 3 us"m al-

D!n al-3 "jir! (d. 1235), to isolate a category of prison poetryÑ under the lexeme sijn rather than 

! absÑ in his typology of literary forms. Al-3 "jir! Õs editor did not attribute a specific name to this 

literary form; he called it simply Òwhat [the poet] says in the capacity of a prisoner [f!-m" q"la 

wa-huwa masj(n],Ó and included it among the six rubrics for his collected verse.150 This new 

rubric for organizing anthologies came in the wake of Bah!Õ al-D!n Mu"ammad MuÕayyed 

                                                        
148 Mu!ammad cAwf!, Lub!b al-Alb!b , ed. Sac!d Naf!s! (Tehr"n: Fakhr-i R!z", 1333/1954-5), 87-88; !afar", 
!abs"yah dar adab-i f!rs" , 65. 
149 Sunil Sharma, Persian Poetry at the Indian Frontier, 142.  
150 The remaining six rubrics are: ghazal, muhammasat (a strophic form of five-line stanzas), mufrad"t (isolated 
verses), hij"Õ wa-$amm (satire and cursing, grouped as one), maw"liy"  (a folk strophic form), and d(bayt 
(quatrains). See Ahlwardt, Verzeichniss der arabischen Handschriften der Kšniglichen Bibliothek zu Berlin (Berlin, 
1894), 7: 23, No. 7742. 
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Baghd"d!Õs Letter on Imprisonment (Al-Ris!la al-! absiyya).151 Would such an organization have 

been possible without the precedents of Masc#d Sacd Salm!n, and Kh!q!n"? The high degree of 

interaction between Persian and Arabic during this period argues in favor of deep strains of 

influence. Masc#d SacdÕs contemporary Ab! Mu"ammad al-Q!sim al-!ar"r" (d. 1122) also attests 

to the westward movement of the prison poem. Born in Ba$ra, a city that was heavily populated 

by Iranians in the twelfth century,152 al-!ar"r", who died the same year as the Lahore poet, paid 

the following homage in his widely disseminated Maq"m"t about the first prison poet: 

 !"# $!% &'()* +,-. /0. 
 !"#$% &'()*+ ,- . !"#  

! "#$ %!"#"$ %&' ( !")*+"  [É]  
 !" #! "#$%& ' ()* "#$!"  

!"#$%"&  '() *$) +,$-%" 
! "# $%&%'()* +,!"# $%153  

 
Like fragrant blooming buds in bloom 

with which the raindrops play at love [É], 
like the nightÕs stars and the stringÕs pearls,  

like a much-desired life, like established power,  
Masc!d  SacdÕs poetry has caused 
al-3 ar!r!Õs joy on EgyptÕs earth. 

 
In proposing an equation between spring and poetic creation that is distinctive for the Persian 

courtly qa$!da,154 al-3 ar!r! attests to the impact of Persian tropes on Arabic aesthetics.  

When the prison poem returned, via Persian, to Arabic literature, the genre underwent a 

linguistic transformation. Over a century after al-3 ar!r!Õs homage to the first Persian prison poet 

in his Maq"m"t, the prison poems of 3 us"m al-D!n al-3 "jir! , are no longer associated with ! abs 

                                                        
151 Catalogus Codicum Orientalium Bibliothecae Academiae Regiae Scientiarum, ed. P. de Jong (Leiden: 
Rijksuniversiteit,1862), 1:172, No. 288. Bah"Õ al-D!n Mu!ammad MuÕayyed Baghd"d! (d. 1192) is also the author 
of the better known Kit"b al -tawassul ila al-tarassul (Book on the Approaches to Letter Writing).  
152 S!r#s Shamis", Zind"n-i N"y (Tehr"n: Sukhan, 1375/1996), 125. 
153 Not included in standard editions of the Maq"m"t, these verses were discovered by Mujtab" M!nuv! and 
published under the title ÒShicr-i 3 ar!r! dar b"re-ye Masc#d Sac,dÓ MDAT 5.4 (1338/ 1958): 10-11.  
154 Julie Scott Meisami, ÒPoetic MicrocosmsÓ in Stefan Sperl and Christopher Shackle (eds.), Qasida Poetry in 
Islamic Asia and Africa (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 137-182. For a more detailed tabulation of the uses of nature in 
Persian poetry, see C. H. de FouchŽcour, La description de la nature duns la poŽsie lyrique persane du Xle si•cle 
(Paris: C Klincksieck, 1969). 
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but rather with sijn. A poem that does not invoke ! abs is still a prison poem, but its failure to 

invoke the primary motif associated with the genre in Persian requires us to look beyond formal 

classifications in adjudicating genre and to appreciate the capaciousness of thematic genres.  

To conclude, genre is best approached as an ever-changing set of aesthetic principles and, 

simultaneously, as a register of discourse punctuated by motifs that inscribe the contract between 

poet, patron, and world, onto the ecology of medieval Persian literary culture. For the duration of 

the twelfth century, genre elucidated discursive sovereignty with the help of prophecy, as 

outlined in the next two chapters. In virtualizing empirical reality for strategic ends, the 

!abs"yy#t constituted genre in terms congruent with the eraÕs political horizons: as a contractual 

arrangement. As power was decentralized, desacralized, secularized and de-Arabized, readers 

were suddenly asked to recognize their own agency in act of constituting literary forms. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 
LYRIC COSMOLOGIES: THE WORLD AS TEXT IN PRISON POEM POETICS  

 
 

ÒThe text, in its mass, is comparable to a sky, at once flat and smooth, deep, without 

edges and without landmarks,Ó Roland Barthes once wrote in an anatomy of the reading process. 

Barthes went on to compare the movement of the readerÕs eyes across the text to the soothsayer 

Òdrawing with the tip of his staff an imaginary rectangle wherein to consult, according to certain 

principles, the flight of birds.Ó155 According to Barthes, the movement of a soothsayerÕs staff 

over the surfaces of the empty sky resembles that of the commentator who Òtraces through the 

text certain zones of reading, in order to observe therein the migration of meaningsÓ. Like 

Barthes, medieval Persian prison poets sought to collapse the distinction between the world and 

the text. Recognizing that all formal categories originate in the empirical reality from which they 

strive to break free, the generated a political aesthetic from the cosmos, turning to the sky as to a 

source of sovereignty more capacious and more legitimate than their patrons. 

In asserting the discursive sovereignty of poetry as against the material power of the 

sultan, this genre partakes equally of the critical and the poetic tradition. A typical evocation of 

the poetÕs sovereignty by way of the cosmos is provided by Kh"q"n! of Shirw"n:   

!"#$ !" #$%&!!" !" #$%! !"#  
!"# $%&#' () *+,- .# /012 34 

!"# !" #$% &'!! !!!"# !"#  
! "#! !"# $%&#' () *#+, -./  

!"#!  !" #$%&'!! !!  
! "#$!! !"# $%&#' () *+,'  

!!! !"# $%& '( )*+, -./! !"#  
! "# $%!!! !"# $%&#' () *+,-  

!" !"!" #! !"# $%&' () *+,  

                                                        
155 Roland Barthes, S/Z (Paris: Seuil, 1970), 20. 
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Although my possessions are weak, my mind is powerful. 
Worries are far from me. 

While fate sleeps, the mind is awake 
The guard looks over my sleep. 
All the intellectuals of my time 

are as wheels beneath my stirrups. 
Although this sky deals out gifts unevenly, 

it can be a good accountant to me. 
In every place, he cooks my bread. 

By every stream, he carries my water. 
 

The contrast between the paucity of the poetÕs estateÑ the word used here, dawlat, means 

sovereignty, fate, and possessions all at onceÑ and the power of his mind (caql) paradoxically 

asserts a poetic sovereignty intensified through the poetÕs physical incapacity. The sky that 

saturates the Persian poetry of incarceration, is here portrayed as disloyal (bad camal) but at the 

same time reliable. The cosmos is at any rate the best companion the poet can claim to possess in 

a treacherous world that threatens to incapacitate him entirely. Although not one of Kh!q!n"Õs 

six canonical prison poems, this text is invested with the genre markers of prison poetry, 

including complaints against fate and the contrast between the poetÕs intellectual endowments 

and his material weakness.  

The first part of this chapter shows how the first prison poet in Persian literary history 

pioneered a new lyric subjectivity through his masterful transformation of the qa$!da form. It 

additionally considers how later critics mediated this transformation, and how these mediations 

influenced the prison poemÕs status as a genre. The second half of this chapter studies how the 

prison poetÕs most eloquent practitioner transformed the legacy inherited from Lahore by 

politicizing the prison poem and endowing with a new cosmology. 

LYRIC SELVES IN THE PRISON POEMS OF MA Sc!D SA cD 
 

                                                        
156 Kh"q"n!, D!w"n, 833.   
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Masc#d Sacd Salm!n of Lahore, the first prison poet, was according to his own testimony 

born to a family that had risen high in the ranks of the Ghaznavid administration. Masc#d Sacd 

says that his father served the government for fifty years.157 Notwithstanding his illustrious 

lineage, or perhaps precisely as a result of it, the poetÕs protest against his lowly condition 

palpably motivates his objection to being imprisoned. This objection in turn drove the poet to 

render his experience as a literary genre. The sharp contrast between the poetÕs privileged social 

status and his incarcerated condition that symbolically reduced his social class led to the 

production of poetry so intimately linked to his own personal experience that, according to Sunil 

Sharma, Òmore than any other Persian poet, [Masc#d SacdÕs] biography is inextricably linked to 

his poetry and in fact much of his work does not make sense without the necessary historical 

contextualization.Ó158  

Although the intimacy between poetry and experience persisted across the long trajectory 

of the prison poemÕs dissemination, the natural association between the writing of incarceration 

and elevated courtly rank was soon displaced by another social reality. By the second half of the 

twelfth century, leading prison poets such as Kh!q!n" hailed from far less illustrious class 

origins, and possessed no inherited claim to nobility at the court of the Shirw"nsh"hs. They 

turned to the topoi of incarceration as a medium through which their identities as poets could be 

most powerfully consolidated. In doing so, the prison poets of Shirw"n politicized the prison 

poem genre and extended its social implications. In aestheticizing the prison as a locus for poetic 

                                                        
157                                 !"# $%!"#$% !"# $%&' ()* +),-.   

!"#$ % &"'( )*+,-. /012 314 5672 
Did not Sacd Salm!n serve for fifty years? 
He labored hard for this land and estate. 

(Masc#d Sacd, D!w"n, ed. Mahd! N"riy#n; 1: 212, qa$!da 91). 
158 Sunil Sharma, Persian Poetry at the Indian Frontier (Delhi: Permanent Black, 2000), 16. 
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sovereignty, they contributed to a configuration of power not wholly identifiable with courtly 

norms.  

Inasmuch as this chapter studies the prison poem as a lyric genre, this is a good place to 

recall in greater detail MinerÕs thesis the lyric is the genre that most closely approximates to a 

universal across literary cultures. ÒThe primacy of the lyric,Ó argues Miner, Òin the emergence of 

literature confirms its role as the originative or foundation genre for the poetics or poetics 

systems of all literary cultures except the western holdoutÉIn all its versions, the lyric-based 

poetics is affective and expressive in nature.Ó159 MinerÕs thesis valuably inaugurates a turn 

towards a global poetics of genre. Although this assertion concerning the universality of the lyric 

does not capture the diversity of rhetorical systems, it possesses usefulness with reference to the 

prison poem. Without playing a significant role in formal or theoretical poetics, the lyric was as 

central to the development of Persian poetry as to any of the East Asian traditions on which 

Miner builds his case. Indeed, the affective and expressive aesthetics of the first prison poet, 

Masc!d Sacd Salm!n, was persistently underscored by the two critics who contributed the most 

to the dissemination of Masc!d SacdÕs poems, Ni!"m# cAr! &! and Mu!ammad cAwf!.  

It is not only the affective dimension of Masc!d SacdÕs poetic register that qualifies him 

as a lyric poet, nor does medieval prison poetry constitute itself as lyric solely by virtue of its 

deployment of affect. Masc!d SacdÕs poetry is rich in formal devices that literary theorists 

working outside the Persian tradition readily ascribe to the lyric form. Most notably, Masc!d 

SacdÕs poems are rich in apostrophe, a device that Anglo-American critics have qualified as a 

                                                        
159 Miner, ÒWhy Lyric?Ó 13. Emphasis added.  
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condition of possibility for the lyric as such.160 The most famous among Masc!d SacdÕs 

apostrophic poems is his address to Lahore, written from prison:     

!" !"#$% !"#$ !" !" !"#$% !"  
!" !"#$% !"#$% !"#$ !"#$% !"  

!" !"# $%&!'( )* +,- ./0 123 
!! !"# !"#$% &'#' ( !)*+, ( !!  

!"#$ !"!" !"# $%& #%' () *# %+*,-  
!"# $% &' ()( *%! " #!"# !"#$% !!161  

 
Oh Lahore, how do you do without me? 

How can you be the light without the bright sun? 
You were once adorned by the garden of my [poetic] nature. 

With no tulip, violet, or lily, how do you do? 
Suddenly your child was separated from you. 

Amidst pain, tears, and laments how do you do?  
 

As with many of Masc!d SacdÕs qa$!das, apostrophe is written into the very grammar of these 

verses. The rad!f Òa!Ó commands the readerÕs attention (as well as, in this case, sympathy) as 

though such attention were a goal in itself. This apostrophic marker alerts us to a dialogue 

between the poet and a fictive interlocutor that is bound by the strictures of the lyric to end in 

isolation rather than communion. It combines what M.H. Abrams has, in his study of the 

Romantic lyric, called, Òthe free flow of consciousness, the interweaving of thought, feeling, and 

perceptual detail, and the easy naturalness of the speaking voiceÓ that characterizes this genre, 

while at the same time grafting onto this genre oratorical aspects of the formal ode.162  

Although the poet appears to speak in propria persona, Masc!d SacdÕs voice is heavily 

mediated by impersonal genre norms. Far from representing the self, Arabo-Persian lyricism is 

constituted by the Òcategorical elimination of experienceÉthrough an a priori constrainment of 

                                                        
160 Mark J. Smith, ÒApostrophe, or the Lyric Art of Turning Away,Ó TSLL 49.4 (2007): 411-37, esp. 412. 
161 Masc!d Sacd, D!w"n, 2: 689. 
162 M. H. Abrams, ÒStructure and Style in the Greater Romantic Lyric,Ó in Correspondent Breeze (New York: W. W. 
Norton: 1986), 88. 
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the poetÕs presence into a formal conceitÓ.163 Masc!d SacdÕs Lahore qa$!da shows how the prison 

poem begins in affect but ends by reaching out to a second-person voice. If the point of departure 

for the prison poem is overdetermined inasmuch as it must always begin in separation, its 

destination is open. This particular text ends in a vocal assertion of poetic selfhood that takes us 

far beyond the passive grief expressed the opening lines. Masc!d Sacd concludes: 

!" !" #$%& '()* +,-./ '(01* #2 
!! !" !"#$% &'() * +,-. /0-') !!  

!" ! "# $ %&"' ()*+,-!" !"#$%&  
!"# $%"&' () *#! ! "! !" !"#$% !!  

 
Taken by the dew, prison has become your space. 

Heartlessly I beat, how do you do, my garden? 
I was a bird; you were the birdÕs captor. 

How were you with me, since now I am gone?  
 

These lines take us well beyond the sentiments expressed at the poemÕs opening. Whereas the 

opening lines suggest a tentative intimacy between the poet and his hometown, the closing lines 

focus are more adamantly on the poetÕs self, confirming SharmaÕs claim that, in Masc!d SacdÕs 

prison poetry, the Òincreased and ultimately exclusive focus on himself as a poetÓ generates 

Òconstant references to his own versatility and virtuosityÓ that exceed the boasting (fakhr) of the 

panegyric poets.164 Judging by the physic overcrowding of this poem in its conclusion by the 

lyric voice, the final lines of Masc!d SacdÕs qa$!da also confirm SmithÕs statement that the 

Ônonresponse of the ÔyouÕÓ is a structural feature of the lyric.165 Lahore cannot respond as 

interlocutor to Masc!d SacdÕs questions. The questions are rhetorical of necessity in that they are 

composed in conditions that overdetermine the impossibility of response. Lahore cannot speak, 

because the subject of prison poetry is necessarily the incarcerated poet, not his interlocutors. 

                                                        
163 Jaroslav Stetkevych, ÒThe Arabic Lyrical Phenomenon,Ó JAL 6 (1975), 72. 
164 Sharma, Persian Poetry at the Indian Frontier, 32. 
165 Smith, ÒApostrophe, or the Lyric Art of Turning Away,Ó 415. 
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Notwithstanding the rhetorical appeal to an other that frequently precedes the inward turn, the 

foregrounding of the self is one of several preconditions for the prison poem.  

SharmaÕs account of Masc!d SacdÕs genre transformation concludes with the above-cited 

statement, and is theorized largely through the topos of exile rather than prison. Given the 

productive life of the genre Masc!d Sacd founded and its even more extensive florescence in 

Shirw"n than in Lahore, room remains to study the intersection between incarceration and 

Masc!d SacdÕs lyric infusion of the qa$!da form, especially if we accept that the emergence of the 

lyric in Masc!d SacdÕs poetic production has as much to do with the political landscape of the 

Ghaznavid eastern periphery as with the private predilections of the Lahore poet. Two critical 

texts will help pave the way to a deeper and more contextualized account of why the prison 

poem emerged when and where it did, the political relations that entered into its constitution, and 

the implications of these configurations for our understanding of this period and milieu and the 

literary form it generated. The first text is Ni!"m# cAr! &!Õs Four Discourses. The second is 

Mu!ammad cAwf!Õs Lub!b al-Alb!b. Let us turn to each text successively, firstly under the 

rubric of lyric subjectivity, and secondly under the rubric of lyric grief. 

Lyric Affect 

What new discursive relations were registered and formalized by the prison poem? One 

way to answer this question is by considering the first discussion of the !abs"yy#t in the text 

known by the title Four Discourses (Chah!r Maq!la ) by the Persian critic Ni!"m# cAr! &!. 

Composed between 1155 and 1157 for the Shanshab"n!d ruler of Ghur Ab#Õl-3 asan 3 us"m al-

D!n cAl!, Four Discourses slightly precedes Wa1w"1Õs Magic Gardens (! ad! .iq al-Si!r ), the first 
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text to integrate the prison poem into rhetorical theory.166 These two critical treatises together lay 

the foundation for the aesthetics of incarceration studied in this chapters and the chapter that 

follows. Framing the reception of Masc!d SacdÕs prison poems for a thousand years to come, 

Ni!"m# cAr! &! opens the discussion with a detailed report of the circumstances leading to 

Masc!d SacdÕs incarceration by Sul!"n Ibr"h!m, son of Ma!m"d  of Ghazna: 

 ! "#$%& ! "#'()* +(& ,-./ ,0!"#$!"!"# $%&' ()! !"# $% &'(& )* +,- &./01 2,1( $3453( 6,7 4( 289 $% +:(&2# ;,<(2#( )!=>8# ?@A !"
 ! "#$%& "'( )*!) +,-."# ! $,/0%1 *,23( ! 456( ! 41%7( 8,9 ,# )* !) :& 4;,0 +,'< ! $%& =%>? )* +,@A0 8,BCAD 4D"E( $!%( F)%G

! "#$ %&'() *+) "#+,- ./0 1('2 34 "&5)67 &89&:;$ !"#$ %&' ()*+, -&!"#./0, 12 31!"!"#$ %& '( !"# !"#$%& '"()*+ ,#-+.!:  
 
In the year 472 [=1079-80 CE] a spiteful person brought a report to Sul!"n Ibr"h!m that stated that his son, Ma!m"d  
Sayf al-Dawla, intended to enter the service of Maliksh"h in Iraq. Sul!"n Ibr"h#m was so incensed by this that he 
sent for his assistants, had his son arrested, and sent him and his conspirators to the fortress [hi#"r ]. A certain 
Masc#d Sacd Salm!n was numbered among this group. He was sent to Jirist"n, to the fortress [qalca] Nay. While 
incarcerated in the fortress, this Masc#d sent a quatrain [d(bayt!] to Sul!"n Ibr"h!m. 167 
 
The quatrain in question follows this discussion. With its privileged location in the originary text 

of Persian literary criticism, this quatrain is the first prison poem marked as such in Persian 

literary history. The poet states that the best candidate for prison is the ruler the poet was 

planning to serve, not the poet himself. These verses yield many possible and not always 

internally consistent readings. One possible interpretation implies an equivalency between the 

ruler who imprisoned the poet and the ruler into whose service the poet wished to enter: 

!"#$ %&'() *#+ ,- ./ !0$ 12 
! "#$ %! &'( #!! !"#$%!!"!  

!"# $%# &'( ) *+ ,-./!!"# $  
!"#$%& #'( )*+ ,-. '/0 '1 

 
In your prison Maliksh"h should be. 

This cell should host another sovereignÕs suffering.  
Neither Masc!d Sacd, nor he who follows him, 

 will poison your domains. 

                                                        
166 For a discussion of the dating of CM, see Qazw!n!Õs remarks in CM, pp. ix-x, comm. p. 22 n. 4. Although 
referred to as Shansab!n" in medieval sources such as Minh!j J#zj!n"Õs !abaqat-i Na#ir!  (1260), the dynasty is most 
commonly referred to now as the Ghurids. Some scholars have argued that the Shanshab"n!ds spoke a language 
related to Middle Persian, the official language of the S"s"nians; others (e.g. C.E. Bosworth, EI2, ÒGhuridsÓ) 
maintain that they spoke a language related to an Eastern Iranian dialect, such as Yaghnobi or Sogdian.   
167 Ni!"m# al-cAru&!, Chah!r maq!la , 64.  
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On the one hand, the poet proposes that the rulers to whom his poems are addressed should be 

imprisoned together, so great is their regal glory. But in suggesting that it is the rulers and not the 

poet who should be in prison, the text inaugurates an aesthetics of incarceration. The second 

mi$r"c in particular supports this alternate reading. In stating that his addresseeÕs chains (band) 

should wear down (s"yad) the kingÕs sovereignty (tajd"r! ), the poet underscores the fragility of 

the sultanÕs power while also drawing attention to its ethically questionable basis. The fullest 

expression of kingly power, this text suggests, is the act of incarcerating others. The first prison 

poem in Persian literary history declares fidelity to the king through words that paradoxically 

verge towards rebellion. As shown in chapter five, the second dimension of this poem became 

the dominant feature of the aesthetics of incarceration over the course of twelfth-century Persian 

literary history. This poem anticipates its genreÕs itinerary in another way as well: already in this 

early text a causal relation is proposed between the poetÕs weakness and his discursive 

sovereignty.   

Ni!"m# cAr! &!Õs denomination of this poem as a quatrain (dubayt!) is of interest. Among 

those who have reflected on the political implications of this genre for courtly life, Olga 

Davidson has remarked with respect to cUmar Khayy"mÕs quatrains that the genre known in 

Arabic as rub"c! and in Persian as dubayt! was both Òan outsider and an insider to the world of 

patronage as typified by classical Persian poetry.Ó 168 DavidsonÕs analysis of how the courtly 

relation animates the quatrain can inform a reading of the poem that that for Ni!"m# cAr! &! 

inaugurates the prison poem genre. This four-line genre is often occasioned by a conflict of 

                                                        
168 Olga Davidson, ÒGenre and Occasion in the Rub"c!yy"t of cUmar Khayy"m,Ó in Beatrice Gruendler and Louise 
Marlow (eds.), Writers and Rulers (Wiesbaden: Reichert Verlag, 2004), 133. Also see Rebecca Gould, ÒThe 
Quatrains of Mahsat! of Ganja,Ó Literary Imagination 13: 2 (2011): 253-227.  
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interest between poet and patron, and is in this sense internal to courtly politics. At the same 

time, the quatrainÑ particularly the quatrain composed in prisonÑ exists polemically outside that 

world and in contention with its terms. Political power is such, argues Masc!d Sacd, that the most 

appropriate place for kings is a prison cell. In the act of declaring that he has no intention of 

harming the sultanÕs domains (mulk), the poet argues that the sultanÕs sovereignty (tajd"r! ) lacks 

legitimacy.  

Ni!"m# cAr! &! uses Masc!d SacdÕs poem to produce an account of lyric subjectivity 

deeply indebted to the aesthetics of incarceration. He states specifically that they move him to 

tears and make the hair on his body stand on end, thereby conveying the literary encounter as an 

act of communication from one reader to another, unmediated by the patron relation. Ni!"m# 

cAr! &!Õs account makes the ruling class, the condition for courtly literatureÕs possibility, appear 

lacking in the affective qualities of the soul necessary for the appreciation of great poetry: 

 !"#$% &"'(% ) *+, &"-.% ) /*+0$ /+1% 234 )+- *+- 5"678 +- 9", :7; :<3-)* =>%!"!"!  !" # $%& '(!" ')* +,- !" "+./0 123/45 '6
!"# $# %& '( )"*+ ,-. /0+ '1*2 '3+ ,4*56!! "#$ %&'!"#!"# $% &'( ) !*+, &'- .# /0 12342 .# &"0 5 !" #$ %&' () *+ ,-!"  !"# $%&'

!"#! !" ! #$#$"%& '()*(+ ,- ./0!!" #$%& '( ) *+% ,!- )( ./01 2$3 !" 45 *$6+!" #$%&' () $( )*+ )$', #, - ./! !"#$ %& '"( )*+ % ,-&
!" #$!%$& '() *+,-!! "#$! !"# $  (CM 64-5) 

 
This quatrain was brought especially to the king, but it had no effect  on him although all readers with literary taste 
and impartial judgment will recognize that Masc!d SacdÕs !abs"yy#t attain to the highest degree of sublimity [culuv] 
and that they are rich in correct speech [fa#" ' at]. Sometimes when I read his poems, my hair stands on its ends and 
water flows from my eyes. But when these verses were read to the king, he felt nothing and his heart was not 
warmed. Thus he died, leaving that free man [Masc!d Sacd] in prison. Masc!d Sacd remained in prison due to his ties 
with Sayf al-Dawla, for twelve years during Sul!"n Ibr"h!mÕs reign.  
  
 Ni!"m# cAr! &! adds that Masc!d Sacd had a partner in incarceration for eight years of his 

imprisonment under Sul!"n Ibr"h#m. In the text of Four Discourses, this fellow inmate is named 

Ab# Na$r P"rs!.169 This attribution may be a mistake for Ab#Õl Mac"l! Na$rull"h Munsh!, author 

                                                        
169  !"# $%& '() *+ ,&+%- ./0 "#* 1* '#.2 345# 67)*.#* !"859 :%;<& +%=>1+ +! (CM, 71). ÒIn the days of Sultan Masc! d 
Ibr"h!m he spent eight years in exile in the company of Ab# Na$r P"rs!.Ó Abu Na$r P"rs! was sipahs"l"r for Shirz"d, 
the ruler of India under his father Masc#d III, who succeeded his brother Ibr"h!m as sultan of the Ghaznavid Empire. 
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of the Persian translation of Kal!la wa Dimna, alluded to above. This text was completed at the 

court of Bahr"msh"h of Ghazna (r. 1099-1115). That Ni!"m# cAr!"#  cites Na$rull"h Munsh! 

under an incorrect alias suggests that he lacked first hand acquaintance with his poems. The 

invocation of a second prison poet alongside Masc!d Sacd thereby reinforces the uniqueness of 

Masc!d SacdÕs contribution. No one, asserts Ni!"m# cAr!"#, approximated the splendor of 

Masc!d SacdÕs prison poems. Ni!"m# cAr!"#  describes the poems as Òbrilliant qa$!dasÓ (qa#" Õid-i 

gharr" ) and praises the Òpearl-like rarityÓ (naf" Õis-i durr ) of their language. It seemed to the 

eleventh century critic that Masc!d Sacd possessed by an inborn talent (!abc) for composing such 

refined (ma#n(c) poems.170   

Ni!"m# cAr!"# Õs endeavor to situate Masc!d SacdÕs prison poetics within a broader social 

context contrasts vividly with what Rash!d al-D!n Wa!w"!, whose contribution Kh!q!n"Õs 

prophetic aesthetics is dealt with more fully in chapter four, described as Masc!d SacdÕs 

uniqueness among the poets of cajam. The two qualities that singled out the Lahore poet in 

Wa!w"!Õs view were the beauty of his motifs (!usn-i mac" n!) and the elegance of his words 

(la!"f-i alf!" ).171 In support of his argument for Masc!d SacdÕs uniqueness, Wa!w"! adduces the 

following prison poem from the Lahore poet, as an example of the trope called al-kal"m al-j"mec 

(literally, Òthe completion of speechÓ), which he defines as Òthe device whereby the poet 

includes in his verse wise thoughts (!ikmat), teachings (m(wce!at), and complaints against fate 

(shik"yat-i r(zg"r )Ó: 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
During his tenure as sipahsalar Ab# Na$r P"rs! founded a university in the Lahore region called Kh"naq"h-i cAmd, 
and contributed greatly to the flourishing of Persian literary culture during the Ghaznavid twilight.  
170 !"#$%& '()*+ ,%- .#/01 2!13 41 !"54 6/7 31 .8 99! :;"$& 4 9<= >?"@5 A1>BC (CM 72).  
171 Rash!d al-D!n Wa"w#", !ad"Õiq al-si!r f" daq#Õiq al-shicr (Magic Gardens: On the Nuances of Poetry, ed. 
cAbb!s Iqb!l, reprint: Moscow: Nauka, 1985), 318. With the exception of the archaic !" , possibly representing a 
medieval vocalization of !" , I have modernized the spelling of Iqb!lÕs text. 
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 ! "#$ %  !"# $%&'(%) * +, !"#$% 
!"#$ %&' ()* +%,"- .&/0" #1 23 

!!"#$ %&' ()* ()* +",- .* /0)*1  
!"#$%& '()* +,#$ -'.& /01 +2 

 
Blessed Allah look at the fate that is my life. 

From here to death, prison is my home. 
When the strands of my hair grow white horns on my comb, 
my spleen becomes like a combÕs teeth from this sadness. 

 
Wa!w"! explicitly connects this text and its style, as well as its operative tropes within the 

aesthetics of incarceration when he writes that the majority (b!shtar) of Masc!d SacdÕs poetry 

makes use of al-kal"m al-j"mec, Òespecially those composed in prison [dar !abs]Ó. Wa!w"!Õs 

deduction of a pedagogical dimension from Masc!d SacdÕs poetics shaped the lessons Wa!w"!Õs 

friend Kh!q!n" later offered in his prison poems. 

For Ni!"m# cAr!"#, more engaged by affective approaches to poetry than by the 

explication of poetry through tropology, greatness in verse is explained by inborn talent (!abc). 

For Wa!w"!, the bad!c theorist, committed by vocation to the explication of literary figures, 

greatness in verse is explained by style (sh!veh; HS, 318). Style can be acquired (hence the 

proliferation of bad!c manuals); talent must be given or denied. And yet, Ni!"m# cAr!"# has more 

in common here with Wa!w"! than appears at first sight. It would be erroneous to overstate the 

distinction between Ni!"m# cAr!"#Õs and Wa!w"!Õs program for poetic excellence. Both theorists 

assume the necessity of a rigorous course of training for the aspiring poet. For Ni!"m# cAr!"#, 

this training includes the memorization of twenty thousand verses (ab!"t) from the poetry of the 

ancients (mutaqaddim"n) and ten thousand verses from the poetry of the moderns 

(mutakhkhir" n) (CM, 48). Additionally, the appeal to natural talent (!abc) is immediately 

followed in Ni!"m# cAr!"# Õs aesthetic education by talent that is acquired (ma#m(c, a term 
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frequently contrasted in Arabic literary theory to ma!b"c, innate talent).172 Talent + nature (!abc + 

ma!b"c) would be expected as a formula for describing the aesthetic requisites for the 

composition of prison poetry; instead we are given talent + craft (!abc + ma#n(c). Ni!"m# cAr!"# 

cleverly conjoins talent to effort and inspiration to artifice with his aesthetics of incarceration. 

Ni!"m# cAr!"# and Wa!w"! argued that Masc!d Sacd crafted a new literary genre by combining 

candor with artifice. Both critics also saw in prison poems a poetics worth recommending to 

future poets.  

The explication of the prison poem does not end with Ni!"m# cAr!"# Õs account. The 

Ghurid critic was ultimately concerned to establish the political salience of the genre he first 

situated in critical discourse, as evidenced by the following anecdote:   

! "#$ %&'() *+,- .- -/0 -)12 %2!"#$ %& '() * +,& ,-& ./0 1+ ,2 !" #$  !"# $% &' () *+# ,-( $. /01234 +56-( 786' ,4 9 8:+"' ;)<' =(8:+>
!" #$ %&' ()#*' !" #$ +,- .&/0 !" #$ 123 (#,4 !" 567  !"#$% &'() *" +," -.!!"#  (CM 75) 

 
That free man of state ["z"d mard dar dawlat] spent his entire life in prison [dar ! abs] while the bad man [!n bad 
n" m!] who was  responsible for his incarceration acquired fame. I have often wondered how to account for this vile 
act, whether it was for the purpose of consolidating the state [thub"t-i raÕ!], from a negligent nature [ghaflat-i !abc], 
from hardness of heart [qes"vat-i qalb], of from an evil heart [bar bad del]. However this act might be accounted 
for, it was not worthy of praise.   
 
This is the second time Ni!"m# cAr! &! stresses the contrast between freedom and incarceration. 

In spite of having spent nearly two decades in prison, Masc!d Sacd is described by Ni!"m# cAr! &! 

as a free man ("z"d mard) of state, as if to indicate that no amount of oppression from the 

sovereign can alter the freedom intrinsic to the poetÕs condition. The state can however reverse 

the natural order of things by oppressing its subjects, which leads to an ironic situation wherein 

the good poet spends his life in prison, while the bad man acquires fame.   

                                                        
172 The most comprehensive study of this issue to date is Mansour Ajami, The Neckveins of Winter (Leiden: Brill, 
1984). 
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Ni!"m# cAr! &!Õs patron, Ab!Õl "asan cAl!  b. Masc!d  of the Ghurid dynasty, was 

continually in conflict with the Ghaznavids. That Ni!"m# cAr! &! had a professional interest in 

maligning the Ghaznavids may be seen in his account of Sul!"n Ma!m"d Õs failure to appreciate 

Ferdows!Õs Sh"hn"ma when the !"s poet personally carried his epic to Ghazna after working on 

the epic for thirty years, and was turned away before he even had a chance to speak to the Sul!"n. 

Further, many of his anecdotes concerning literary culture under Ghaznavid rule seem aimed to 

demonstrate the immorality of Ghaznavid politics, and in particular of Ghaznavid patronage of 

literary culture, as compared to the more generous Ghurids. And yet, there is more to Ni!"m# 

cAr! &!Õs aesthetics than a politically-motivated critique of unjust power. Ni!"m# cAr! &! wrote as 

a literary man at the Ghurid court, but also as a devotee of the lyrical subjectivity that was 

gradually emerging in his literary culture due in part to the prison poem and its transformation of 

sovereign selfhood. This is evident from the indictment that concludes his narration of Masc!d 

SacdÕs life in prison:  

 !"# $%& '()(* +!" # $%! &'() "* +,#- ./ 01 234!!"# $%&'( )*+! ! "#$%&' ("#) *&"+ ,"-./ 0' !! "#$ %&'()* +$ #,-* +.#/0 !"#$% &' ($)*
! "#$%& '()* +,-&!!!"#$ %&' () !"#$! %&  !"# $% !" #$ %&'( ) * !"#$%& '!  !"# $!!"#$% &! !"#$ %&' ($ )*+ ,- ./01" 234!&5(!  !" #$%&

!"#$ %&' ($ )*# +,-. /0# 123. 45 )*# +,-. 45 )267 89/6: ;4' 9$ <# =>#/5< )*# ?@$!  !"#$%& '()* $+ (,-. /0$ (,-. 1&$ 2 /0$ 345
!"# $%& $'! !" #$%!& '" ()*+ ,#!" #$%&' ($)* %+ ,$%- ." /0 1 .$0 2!!"  

 
I have never known a wise man who was prepared to praise [the Ghaznavid] dynasty for its inflexibility of purpose 
or excess of caution. And I heard the king of the world Gh!yath al-Duny" waÕl-D!n Mu!ammad b. Maliksh"h say, at 
the gates of Hamd"n on the rebellion of his son-in-law Am!r Shah"b al-D!n Qutulmish )lp Gh"z!, that it betokens a 
malicious heart to imprison an enemy, because there are only two reasons [for doing so]: either he is good [ma#la! ] 
or evil [mofsed]. If he is good, it is an injustice [!ulm] to put him in prison [dar ! abs d" sht]. If he is evil, it is equally 
an injustice to allow an evil person to live. While Masc#dÕs was temporary, the ill fame of this bad man [bad n" m!] 
will endure until the Resurrection [d"man-i q!y"mat].  
 
Like the Ghaznavid poet who makes n"m congruous with reputation and relates to it as to a 

concept impinging on the very core of human identity, Ni!"m# cAr!"# wishes to blacken the 

names of those who have committed injustice and to glorify those have acted justly. Ni!"m# 

cAr!"# here takes his cue from Ferdows#, who proclaimed with respect to his epic poem ÒI shall 
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no die / These seeds IÕve sown will save my name [n"m-i man] and reputation from the 

graveÓ.173 Ferdows! perceived a connection between the life-giving capacities of n"m and 

poetryÕs ability to generate meaning through the assignation of names. As the first critic to 

canonize the prison poem, Ni!"m# cAru&! was keenly attuned to the discursive specificity of 

literary knowledge, and to the work that poetry was uniquely equipped to perform in the world. 

Ni!"m# cAru&! states in his introduction (d!b" che):    

!"# $%& ' ( ) *(+!,( - *. +/0 12*"3  40!5 62*7 $#  180 9:2*"3  ; 62*7  !" #$ %&'() *+,+-. /+0'12 3  
!" #$%& '(  ')*!"# $% &%'( )*+,- ./$!"0 &%'( $% !  !"# $%!& %' (% )*+ , -./0# +/1 )*+ )234 %' (%!"# ,  

 ! " #!  $%&'  ! ( )# * "(+ , - %. /0# * , 1 %/20# #!  3%/-  $%45# 6#7+ %8 "9:; 0#<+ #!  , 0#(4= * , >+%? @ A%48B(C $%45%+ * 7>D E(FG
   :!"# $%&'( )*"+,- %./ 012 34+5 6+7"(CM 30)  

 
Poetry is a craft [#in"cat!] by means of which the poet arranges in order the premises [muqaddam"t] that produce an 
image in the mind and knits together arguments that lead to a conclusion in such a way that he makes the meaning  
of an insignificant thing [macn! khurd] significant and the meaning of a significant thing insignificant. [The poet] 
displays a beautiful thing in a hideous robe and an ugly thing in gorgeous raiment. By means of such ambiguity 
[!h"m] [the poet] stirs the irascible and concupiscent faculties so that people experience contractive and expansive 
faculties and thereby cause great affairs in the order of the world.  

 
Ni!"m# cAru&! analysis of the !abs"yy#t tallies well with the claims he makes for poetry as a 

disturber of the worldÕs order (ni! "m-i c"lam). The miracle-working capacity of the prison poem 

is attested by its mixture of the ugly and beautiful (zesht va n!k( ), the small and the large (khurd 

va bozorg), and the contractive and expansive faculties (gha$b" n! va shahv"n!) Mixing these 

categories causes the readerÕs hair to stand on end and tears to pour from his eyes. Thus the 

prison poemÕs miraculous invention of lyric subjectivity occurs in one of the first New Persian 

defenses of poetry. 

Lyric Grief  

Ni!"m# cAr!"# lacked acquaintance with the prison poems of Na$rull"h Munsh!. 

Mu!ammad cAwf !, a literary chronicler of a few generations later, was better informed about the 

                                                        
173 Shahnameh: The Persian Book of Kings Trans. Dick Davis (New York: Viking, 2006), ix 
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prison poems of Masc!d SacdÕs fellow prisoner. Before we move to cAwf!Õs contribution to our 

knowledge of Na$rull"h  Munsh!Õs prison poems, we would do well to see what cAwf! has to say 

about a poet who lived, wrote and died in the neighboring region of Lahore, not far from the 

court of Na$ir al-D!n Qubacha in Ucch, where cAwf! composed both the first Persian ta&hkira 

(biographical dictionary), Lub!b al-Alb!b (Essences of the Intellects) and, the most extensive 

compendium of anecdotes concerning the lives of scholars, saints, and kings, Jaw"m!c al-!ik"y"t 

va Law"m!c al-Riv"y" t (Compendium of Anecdotes and Flashes of Tales).174 

!"#$ %" &' ()* !#)+, !"#$ %"& '($ )"*+ ,-".+ / )"0+ 1!"#!! !"#$% &# '#() ( '*+, )" -*. ( /"01 &#(02 345 /#$6 /*78 )"  
  !"#$% &'(%)!!!"#$ !"# !"# !"# !" !"#$ !"# !"#  $"%&'( !"# !"#$ !" !"#$! !"#$ ! !"# !" !"#$ !"# !"#$ !"# !"#$% !"#$ !"#$% ! 

!" !"# !"# !"#$"% !" !"# !"#$% ! !"#$%"& !"#$% !"#$ ! !"#$%&'( !"#$%&'"(  (Lub!b, 423). 
 
Masc!d Sacd was a rare gem of his age and learned among the people. He flew on the wings of fortune in the heights 
of the majestic sky and at times was clipped of his wings of in the ups and downs of the world and at times, like the 
nay [=sugarcane], he sweetened the palate of the worldÕs soul with wisdom. At times in the fortress [qalca] of Nay 
he swallowed the bitter poison of events. He performed noble deeds in the land of India [bil"d -i hind] and spent his 
life in honor [ben!k( n"m!] and prosperity. 
 

Although cAwf! records Masc!d SacdÕs incarceration and praises his learning, cAwf!Õs 

citations from the Lahore poet do not go as far as either Ni!"m# cAr!"# or Wa!w"! in establishing 

Masc!d SacdÕs reputation as a prison poet.175 The qi!cehs, shicrs, and ni4ams (to borrow cAwf!Õs 

classification) of Masc#d Sacd that appear in Lub!b barely indicate the extent of the poetÕs 

talents, nor do they invoke the !abs"yy#t genre that, as Ni!"m# cAr!"# and Wa!w"! had already 

noted half a century earlier, the Lahore poet introduced into Persian literature. cAwf! includes in 
                                                        
174 On this text and on cAwf!Õs contributions see Mu!ammad Muc!nÕs ÒTarjuma-yi a!v"l -i cAwf!,Ó in his partial 
edition of Jaw"m!c al-!ik"y"t (Tehr"n: Ibn S!n", 1340); Iqtidar Hussein Siddiqui, ÒLubab-ul-Albab and lawami-'ul-
Hikayat of Sadid-ud-din Mu!ammad Awf!,Ó in Perso-Arabic Sources of the Sultanate of Delhi (New Delhi, 
Munshiram Manoharlal Publishers, 1992), 1-43; and Sayed Hasan Askari, ÒAwfiÕs Jawami-ul-Hikayat,Ó Patna 
University Journal (1966): 9-69. 
175 The inadequacy of cAwf!Õs presentation of Persian literary history was noted as early as Mirz" Mu!ammad 
Qazw!n!, in the first critical edition of Lub!b, and is repeated by Mumtaz Ali Khan, Some Important Persian Prose 
Writings of the Thirteenth Century A. D. in India (Aligarh: Aligarh Muslim U, 1970), 101, with reference to the 
selections from Kh!q!n", Ni#!m", and Ferdows!, and the wholesale omission of Asad! Tus!, N"$ir Khusrow, cUmar 
Khayy"m, and Falak! Shirw"n!. Also see Sharma, Persian Poetry (though he dissents from KhanÕs overall criticism 
of cAwf!Õs aesthetic on p. 148, n19), and Alam, ÒPersian in Precolonial Hindustan,Ó in Sheldon Pollock (ed.), 
Literary Cultures in History (Berkeley: U of California Press, 2003), 140-1. 
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only two unremarkable poems that may be loosely classed as prison poems. In distinction to 

Ni!"m# cAr!"# he does not endeavor to characterize these poems in terms of an aesthetic of 

incarceration.  

Ni!"m# cAr!"# introduced the prison poem to criticism by highlighting the lyric qualities 

of this genre within a courtly, patron-oriented, literary culture that did not place a high value on 

lyric subjectivity. Wa!w"! singled out Masc!d SacdÕs !abs"yy#tÑ without however employing 

that termÑ by associating them with the trope of j"m!c al-kal"m. Although cAwf! reports on 

Masc!d SacdÕs incarceration in the fortress of Nay, he says nothing about what a prison poem 

might be, what defines it aesthetically, and why this thematic genre might merit further 

discussion. The closest cAwf!Õs citations come to alluding to the prison poem is the final line of a 

qi!ceh, which states Òchains [zanj!r], yes, but water will not be foundÓ (zanj!r ham! "b r" nah"d) 

and a qa!"da with the rad!f bandam (I am enslaved, bound down), beginning:  

!" !"#$ %&'( )* +,-. )* /0  
!"#$ %& ' ()*$ +#, -, ./*0 

 
For how long will my exhausted heart be weighed  
with the crime of hoping for help from this or that person? 

 
This shicr, as cAwf! classifies it, may have served as a point of departure for Minh"j J#zj"n!Õs 

prison poem in the rad!f Ò!Ó, beginning with the same opening question Òfor how long?Ó (t" kay): 

!"#$ % &#' (#$ )*( +,-.  /012 
!"#$% &'( ")* !+, !-% ./0 .%176  

 
For how long will heavens torment me with tears 

and with the gem of faces grant melodies? 
 

                                                        
176 Persian text cited with no source given in Mumtaz Ali Khan, Some Important Persian Prose Writings, 134. This 
poem is not in the first edition of al-J!zj"n#Õs magnum opus, / abaq"t-i N"#!r!, ed. Ali Khan (Calcutta, 1864), nor is 
it in the most recent critical edition, ed. cAbdul Hay 3 ab!b! (K"bul: Anjuman-i T"r!kh-i Afgh"nist"n, 1963). Neither 
!afar" nor Akimushkina nor any other scholar known to me references al-J!zj"n#Õs contribution to prison poem 
poetics.  
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Minh!jÕs encounter with the prison poem genre likely took place via cAwf!Õs selection 

from Masc!d SacdÕs verse in his Lub!b. Like cAwf!, Minh"j began his career in the court of N"#ir 

ad-D!n Qubacha, until he moved to Delhi in search of a more stable patron relationship. J"zj#n! 

does not cite cAwf!, but his ta&hkira was the primary thirteenth-century reference source for the 

poets of cajam, including poets from as far away as Shirw"n and from as close by as Lahore. 

cAwf!Õs discussion of Masc!d Sacd was, together with Ni!"m# cAr!"#Õs and Wa$w%$Õs, highly 

consequential. But, since cAwf! was following rather than preceding these two critics, one cannot 

help but sense that cAwf! would have done more to formalize the prison poem had he had the 

relevant texts at his disposal.   

There were many more powerful poems on incarceration that cAwf! could have cited if 

the complete archive of Masc!d SacdÕs incarceration had been available to him. That he did not 

cite from these texts either means that Masc!d SacdÕs most important poems, including his 

apostrophe to Lahore, on exile, on the affective dimensions of the poet in chains, were 

unavailable to him. After citing the shicr on the rad!f bandam in full, cAwf! pays Masc!d Sacd the 

a compliment, framed in terms of a patron-poet relation that Ni!"m# cAr!"# had already called 

into question, explaining that the Lahore poet composed verses for Ma!m"d  Sayf al-Dawla, 

governor of the Ghaznavid EmpireÕs Indian provinces, son of Sul!"n #aher al-D!n Ibr"h!m (r. 

1058-99), and grandson of Ma!m"d  of Ghazna (r. 998-1030).  

cAwf!Õs remark so closely reproducesÑ if in condensed fashionÑ Ni!"m# cAr!"#Õs 

account of Masc!d SacdÕs prison poems that the later critic appears well aware of the earlier 

precedent, and indeed, that Four Discourses was his major source for the details of Masc!d 

SacdÕs life and for the aesthetics of incarceration inaugurated by his !abs"yy#t. We saw above 
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that Ni!"m# cAr!"# noted that Masc!d Sacd was imprisoned for twelve years as a consequence of 

his ties with Ma!m"d  Sayf al-Dawla. cAwf! makes almost exactly the same statement, albeit in a 

different lexicon. Ni!"m# cAr!"#Õs wording is Òas a result of his proximity to Sayf al-DawlaÓ (be 

sabab-i qurbat-i Sayf al-Dawla). cAwf!Õs wording is Òwith regard to Sayf al-DawlaÓ (dar ' aq-i 

Sayf al-Dawla). For both authors, the pointÑ that Masc!d SacdÕs incarceration was caused by his 

affiliation with a patron whose loyalty to  the Ghaznavid imperium was dubiousÑ is the same. It 

is also worth recalling here that the patron and addressee for many of the poems of Ab# Fir"s al-

3amd"n!, the best known poet of captivity poems in Arabic, also bore the name Sayf al-

Dawla.177 Whether this coincidence was known to Ni!"m# cAr!"# and cAwf! is impossible to say, 

but it may have contributed to their mutual fixation on the name of Masc!d SacdÕs patron-jailor. 

Ni!"m# cAr!"# stressed the sublimity (culuv) of Masc#d SacdÕs prison poems as well as 

their adherence to the norms of correct speech (fa#"' at). cAwf! does not surpass Ni"#m! cAr!"#Õs 

or Wa!w"!Õs discussion of the prison poem, but his choice of imagery to convey the experience 

of reading Masc!d SacdÕs poems reinforces the lyric dimension of the aesthetics of incarceration 

that we have already had occasion to observe in Ni!"m# cAr!"#Õs discussion. cAwf!Õs image is 

arguably even more striking than the one that compelled his predecessors: he compares his 

reaction to a mouth so stricken with grief while reading that the upwards movement of the upper 

lip necessary to create the sound of the letters b and m becomes impossible:  

! !"#$ !"#$% !" !"#$ !"#$% ! !"# !"#$% !"#$%$& !" ! !"# !"#$%&' !"#$%& !" !"# !"#$%& !" !" !"# !"#"$ !"#$%   (Lub!b, 424).!
!
In this qa$!da of Masc!d Sacd [written from prison] there is such elegance of artistry [sukhan-i sin"cat] and golden 
luster of their brilliance [lu!f-i #iy"ghat] that while reading it is impossible to locate [the letters] b and m [b"' o m!m]. 
The upper lip does not descend down.  

                                                        
177 For the relations between Ab# Fir"s and Sayf al-Dawla, see the comparative study of Arabic and Persian prison 
poem poetics by Ramlah Ma( mud Ghanim, Fann al-' absiyat bayna Ab! Fir"s al-+ amd!n" wa-al-Kh!q!n"  (Cairo: 
Dar al-Zahra lil-Nashr, 1991). 
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This fascinating image makes of the scribal impulse to ascribe specific meanings to 

specific letters a mode of commentary on the genre status of the prison poem. The phonemes b 

and m share in common the fact that they are formed by the meeting of the upper and lower lips. 

That these letters cannot be voiced while reading the prison poem tells us of its great capacity to 

astonish the reader into silence. Ni!"m# cAru&! anticipated cAwf!Õs hyperbolic image of body hair 

standing on ends. He added to that the waterÑ the tearsÑ that flowed from his eyes when he 

encountered these poems. cAwf!Õs image inaugurates an aesthetics for the prison poem at 

variance with its inaugural form. While Ni!"m# cAru&! references the grief induced by prison 

poetry, cAwf! underscores the tendency of prison aesthetics to incapacitate its auditors. The 

aesthetics of incarceration language is paradoxically adept at rendering the reader inarticulate. 

The silence induced by prison poetry belongs to its affective dimension and speaks to its status as 

a discursive genre. All !abs"yy#t strive to clarify for the reader as well as the patron the 

incommensurability between human speech and the divine order of things. As we will see at the 

end of this chapter, Kh"q"n! induces silence when he brings about the cosmic apotheosis of the 

prison poem, rendering the world of his prison cell as text and the text of his prison poetry his 

world.  

Of the three major commentators on the prison poem, Ni!"m# cAru!", Wa#w$#, and cAwf!, 

Wa!w"! was more concerned than Ni!"m# cAr!"# to isolate tropologically and thematically the 

poetic dimensions of Masc!d SacdÕs achievement. But the emphasis on subjectivity in two of our 

three extant contemporaneous critical engagements with the prison poem is not incidental to the 

genreÕs political aesthetic. For all its unexplicated brilliance, cAwf!Õs open mouth says much 

about the prison poemÕs reception. The upper and lower lips of the reader of a prison poem are in 
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a state of permanent astonishment and thus rendered mute. The readerÕs lips are ravished by the 

lyric power of prison poetry, just as the incarcerated poet is held captive by his chains.    

cAwf!Õs contribution to the prison poem does not end with his discussion of Masc!d Sacd. 

Reversing Ni!"m# cAr!"#Õs careless treatment of the poems of Na$rull"h Munsh! as compared to 

his careful and sympathetic treatment of Masc!d SacdÕs parallel corpus, cAwf! granted Na$rull"h 

Munsh! what he denied Masc!d Sacd: a full and detailed discussion of his prison poetry. The 

reason for this unexpected reversal may be that Na$rull"h Munsh!Õs prison poems were available 

to cAwf! in greater quantity and quality than were the prison poems of the first prison poet.  

We know that Masc!d SacdÕs poetry moved westwards soon after the poetÕs death, thanks 

to large part to the poet San"5! (d. 1131), who collected his masterÕs poetry into a d!w"n, and to 

Wa!w"!Õs inclusion of Masc!d SacdÕs prison poems within normative tropological (bad!c) poetics. 

There is no evidence to suggest that Masc!d SacdÕs poetry traveled south, into India, or north, to 

Bukh"r" and Samarqand, in any sustained fashion until the early modern period, when B!del of 

cA4!m"b"d (1644-1721), began to associate Masc!d SacdÕs words with his own.178 There is no 

direct, uninterrupted lineage leading from Masc!d Sacd to Indo-Persian literature just as there no 

direct lineage leading from the medieval !abs"yy!t  to the zind"nn"ma (poems from prison, in a 

purely Persian rather than Arabic phonology), in contemporary Iran and Pakistan. The history of 

the literature of incarceration is necessarily punctuated by absences.  

The absence of a serious discussion of Masc!d Sacd in cAwf!Õs ta&hkira as compared to 

cAwf!Õs detailed discussion of Na$rull"h Munsh!, who was by any standard a lesser poet, may 

indicate a decline in the circulation of Masc!d SacdÕs poetry. When the prison poem was 

                                                        
178 See the selection from B!dilÕs ghazals in Mu! ammad Re&" Shaf!c! Kadkan!, Sh"cir -i "Õ!nahÕh": barras!-i sabk-i 
Hind! va shicr-i B!dil (Tehr"n: Mu6assasah-6i Intish"r"t-i Agah, 1987), 139, ghazal 33.  
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reinvented in thirteenth-century Delhi by cAm!d al-D!n Low!k!, the !abs"yy#t of Muj!r al-D!n 

Baylaq!n" and Kh!q!n" were more immediate prototypes than those of Masc!d Sacd.179   

After introducing Kal!la wa Dimna as one of the most useful (dastmaye) of all books, 

cAwf! enters directly into a narrative of the events leading up to Na$rull"h Munsh!Õs 

incarceration:  

 !"#$ %&'$( )*+ (,- !. /*01$-, 23'4- - /*51$ -, 63-7 68,) - 7'9:, ;'<- )7 ;'=>, ?9@, - 6AB?< -, 6C< D'"E'F GHF - D,!I'> 68'HJ< 
!"# $%&'( )  
 
Due to the efforts of calumniators and evil-doers [Na$rull"h Munsh!Õs] fate entered a period of decline. The star of 
his good fortune faced a calamity, his condition became inverted, and the descent into misfortune was evident. Due 
to the tyranny of the age [j(r -i zam"neh], he became a captive [moqayyad] and entered a period of incarceration 
[ma! b(s] (Lub!b, 87). 

Rich in the trope sajc-i tar#!c (the creation of equivalencies through rhymed prose), 

cAwf!Õs discussion lays the foundations for later prison poems. This inaugural representation of 

incarceration as caused by Òthe tyranny of the ageÓ (j(r -i zam"neh) was invoked on countless 

occasions in the prison poem archive. A rub"c! composed by the Safavid poet Khan A!mad 

Gil" n! from prison, incorporates Òthe tyranny of the ageÓ into a fascinating double entendre 

(!h"m) on the name of his prison Qahqeh. The name of this prison, Qahqeh, happens to coincide 

with the verb to laugh (qahqahe zadan). Thus the final hemistich of the following rub"c! lends 

itself to two equally legitimate yet quite different translations: 

!" #$%&'( )*+ ,-*% .' !"#$  
!"#$ %& '() *+ ,-. */0&1 2(3 14 

                                                        
179 For the thirteenth-century !abs"yy#t in Delhi, see Nazir Ahmad, ÒAm"d LoikiÑ A Seventh Century Poet,Ó in 
Indo-Iranian Studies, ed. Fathulla Mujtabi (Delhi: Indo-Iran Society, 1977) and Gazanfar Iu. Aliev, Persoiazychnia 
literatura Indii (Moscow: Nauka, 1968), 41-7 (on cAm!d al-D!n). As one of the few sources to discuss cAm!d al-
D!nÕs contribution to prison poem poetics, the Russian text is worth translating. ÒThe most outstanding aspects of 
Amid al-DinÕs work,Ó writes Aliev, Òare the prison poetry [turemnyie elegii] composed during his incarceration 
[zatocheniia]Ó. Any poet, Aliev adds, who composed in this genre, risked competition (sopernichestvo) with worldly 
powers (45). Although Aliev employs the term !abs"yy#t to describe Am"d al-D!n, poets, he classes this genre 
within the rubric of elegy [elegii] rather than the qa$!da or panegyric ode. For a contemporaneous Delhi poet who 
was influenced by Muj!r but who left behind no prison poems, see Nazir Ahmad, ÒSirajuddin Khurasani,Ó Islamic 
Culture 38 (1964): 107-40 and I. H. Siddiqui, ÒLife and Poetry of Siraji Khurasani,Ó Indo-Iranica 26 (1973): 1-16. 
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!"# " $% &'()* +,- ./012 /3 45 
 !"#"$ %& !"!"#$%& '() *%+,180  

 
I cry from the topsy turvey world. 

Observe how I cry from the tyranny of the age.  
With crooked posture I sing day and night 

in the Qahqaheh prison but I cry blood 
 

An alternate translation of the final hemistich would read Òin my laughter, I cry blood.Ó Given 

that !h"m functions according to the principle that the most distant meaning is in fact the most 

relevant one, this text shows us how the Persian aesthetics of incarceration consistently 

politicizes seemingly neutral motifs. Even as his discussion looks towards the future of the 

prison poem, cAwf! may referenced past precedent, for, in one of the many prison poems that 

went uncited by cAwf!, Masc#d Sacd spoke of j(r  with reference to his incarceration.181   

In his discussion cAwf! equates poetic inversion (mack(s), with misfortune (man!" s). 

Likewise, the condition of the captive (moqayyad) and the prisoner (ma! b(s) are linked by 

cAwf!, although he does not employ Ab# Fir!sÕ term for the captive, as!r. Likewise, the etiology 

for Na$rull"h Munsh!Õs incarceration is given in terms of a cosmic event due to j(r -i zam"neh, 

the injustice or cruelty of time, rather than a specifically historical and political transgression and 

punishment. At the same time, Na$rull"h Munsh!Õs imprisonment can hardly be said to have 

                                                        
180Re&" Q#l! Kh"n, Majmac al-Fu#!"aÕ, ed. Ma!"hir Mu$aff" (Tehr"n, Ch"p-i M#saw!, 1960), 5: 3-5. Qahqah was a 
Safavid prison located in the Karabakh region and known for its horrifying conditions (!afar", !abs"yah, 21). Shah 
IsmailÕs answer (cited on the same page of Majmac al-Fu#!"aÕ) to the poet he imprisoned demonstrates the kingÕs 
mastery of the aesthetics of incarceration: 

! "#$ %&!"# $%&%' ()*+ ,-./ $  
!"# $%& '(  )*+,- ./0 "1 ./0 2# 

!"#$ %&'( "$ %)*)+ ,&-. !/'01 
!"# $%&%' ()* $+,-. */ $%&%' 012 

On the day that you mocked [the government], 
your plans destroyed a regime a hundred months [old]. 

Cry today in Qahqah prison. 
That laughter [qahqeh] caused you to be in this prison [Qahqah]. 

 Such texts prevent us from assuming that the aesthetics of incarceration was pioneered solely by those who were 
opposed to the regime power.  
181 For example, Masc!d Sacd, D!w"n, 1: 479, qa!"da 194.  
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b3een induced solely through the constellations of the stars. Aroused by jealousy, Na$rull"h 

Munsh!Õs ill-spirited rivals (q"#ed"n) sought to foment suspicion (s"gh!y"n) regarding his poetÕs 

loyalty in the mind of Sul!"n Ibr"h!m of Ghazna, who, as seen above, had also ordered Masc#d 

SacdÕs incarceration.  

The lexical parallels adduced above suggest cAwf!Õs familiarity with Ni!"m# cAr! &!Õs 

presentation of this event. Oddly, cAwf! narrates it as an occurrence historically distinct from 

Masc!d SacdÕs incarceration. When he reports Masc#d SacdÕs imprisonment, cAwf! mentions 

only the later incarceration in the fortress of Nay, under Ibr"h!mÕs son and successor Masc!d, 

rather than the poetÕs incarceration along with Na$rull"h Munsh! by Sul!"n Ibr"h#m for his 

desertion to Ma!m"d Sayf al-Dawla. Thus cAwf! conveys a false impression that the 

incarceration of these two poets was not mutually implicated, and that their prison poems 

belonged to separate genres. 

cAwf!Õs account historical-political explanation is immediately followed by a cosmic one: 

the star of Masc#d SacdÕs good fortune (akhtar-i iqb" l) fell into adversity (dar wab"l oft"d). The 

movement from event-based history to the cosmos is followed by a coalescence of the cosmic 

with the political. R"yat-i dawlat, a term that simultaneously invokes the subjects of a polity and 

the elements of fortune, is said to be inverted (mack(s) like a sun in its ascent (!uluc). cAwf! may 

not have been thinking of Masc#d Sacd when he composed these words, but he cannot have been 

unaware that the opposition of the ascent (!uluc) and descent (nuz(l) of the sun was one of the 

Lahore poetÕs favorite ways of evoking the physical experience of incarceration. All a prisoner 

was able to observe from his window was the movement of the sun across the firmament.182 If, 

as Barthes would have it, the text is comparable to a sky, then commentator such as cAwf!  traces 
                                                        
182 For example, see Masc!d Sacd, D!w"n, 1: 541, qa$!da 225, v. 97. 
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through the text Òcertain zones of reading, in order to observe therein the migration of 

meaningsÓ.  

The ascription of r"yat-i dawlat to an individual implies counter intuitively that a person 

contains in himself the subjects of a polity. cAwf!Õs discussion is deepened by the polysemy of  

dawlat, the original meaning of which is fortune or fate (like its synonym, bakht) but which later 

came to refer to a specific political regime, without however losing its primary implication of 

fortune. Specifically in the prison poem, dawlat and me!nat (toil) were often presented as a 

conceptual pair. This polyvalence lays bear the political-aesthetic implications of cAwf!Õs 

statement: an unjustly incarcerated poet experiences an inversion or reversal (mackus) of dawlat, 

meaning a violation of a cosmic equilibrium, but also meaning a political aberration. It is evident 

that the first implication, of injustice as the violation of a natural order, is historically prior to the 

second one, of injustice as a specifically human failure to conduct oneself in an upright manner. 

It is also evident that, through his contribution to the prison poem, cAwf ! bears witness to the 

historical transition that was taking place in twelfth and thirteenth-century Persian literary culture 

and which is argued out more fully in chapter six between the two concepts of dawlat, and thus 

between a concept of justice grounded in divine authority and one anchored in a newly 

secularized sovereignty. This process parallels the contemporaneous transformation in the 

meaning of siy"sa documented by legal scholars such as Baber Johansen, and its gradual merger 

with tacz!r, particularly in the political theory of the Delhi Sultanate.183  

From this first account of Na$rull"h Munsh!Õs incarceration, cAwf! recapitulated Ni!"m# 

cAr! &!Õs introduction of the prison poem by citing a rub"c! (a genre Ni!"m# cAr! &! had baptized 

                                                        
183 Baber Johansen, ÒEigentum, Familie und Obrigkeit im hanafitischen Strafrecht,Ó Die Welt des Islams 19.1/4 
(1979), esp. 54-55, and Blain Howard Auer, ÒSymbols of Authority,Ó (PhD diss., Harvard U, 2009), esp. 205-6. 
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as a dubayt!) that Na$rull"h Munsh! sent to Sul!"n Ibr"h!m. From Four Discourses, we know that 

Masc#d Sacd defended himself against the charge of disloyalty by affirming that neither he nor 

his successors would ever poison the sultanÕs domains. Here, in this analogous rub"c!, Na$rull"h 

Munsh! delivers a forceful critique of this same power. Contrasting the temporality of this-

worldly power to the temporality of the resurrection (r( z-i qiy"mat), Na$rull"h Munsh! warns the 

sh"h that his subjects neither fear nor respect him. He directly ties the sh"hÕs inability to wield 

legitimate power to the fact of his own incarceration: 

!" #$ %&'()* +,-. /01 234 5$ 
!" #$ %&'()* +, -*$. !" +, /#01 
!"#$% &'() ( *+,- !" ./ #012$ 

!" #$ %&'() %&*+ ,-.+ /!0 12184  
 

Oh sh"h, fear those who question you. 
Someone you will see that no one fears you. 

They take no delight in your dominion,  
just as I, in chains, take no pleasure in you. 

 
Na$rull"h Munsh!Õs prison poem anticipates the extended engagement with the fleetingness of 

worldly power in Kh!q!n" of Shirw!nÕs qa#"da on the ruins of Mad!Õin, introduced in chapter 

five as the final contribution to the twelfth-century Persian archive of incarceration. In greater 

chronological proximity is Masc#d SacdÕs prison poem, also a rub"c!, and which either inspired or 

was inspired by Na$rull"h Munsh!Õs critique of the sh"hÕs power: 

!" #$ %&'() *+,- #$ .(/0 123 4$ 
 !" #$ %&'()* +, -*$. !" +, -/01 

!"#$ % &'()*+(,- &./ #012$ 
!" #$ %&'() %&*+ ,-.+ /!0 12185  

 
Hey sh"h, you should fear those who will ask you 

in the place where no one fears you: 
Do you not delight in your divinely vested sovereignty [p"dish"h!]? 

How can I delight in these chains from you? 
 

                                                        
184 cAwf!, Lub!b, 87; also discussed in !afar", !abs"yah, 65.  
185 Masc!d Sacd, D!w"n, 2: 1055, rub"c! 342.  
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cAwf!Õs discussion of the prison poem is important for its engagement with the semantic 

field of suffering (gham, me!nat, ranj) in anchoring in his aesthetics of incarceration. Looking 

briefly forward to the prison poemÕs transference to Shirw"n, we can recall the contrast between 

the two modes of sufferingÑ gham, which conveys a sense of melancholy resignation and inward 

sadness and me!nat, which, together with its close synonym ranj, conveys a sense physical 

exhaustion with which Falak! concluded the first extant prison poem of the Shirw"n school:  

 !" #$ %& '()*+ %, -(./ %012  
          !" #$%&'!( )"$ *+, -.!"  

 
I drown in such suffering [me!nat],  

that the sadness [gham] of this grief [ranj] never leaves me. 
 (7: 26) 

Inasmuch as me!nat corresponds to the physical experience of suffering, the most appropriate 

comparison the poet can make to render his condition is to drowning. Me!nat will never leave 

the person who experiences it passive, and it can only be exercised or exorcised by death. Gham 

by contrast stays with the poet so long as he is in chains. 

Only a few decades after Falak!Õs prison poem, cAwf!  invokes the now standardized 

contrast between me!nat and gham in narrating the circumstances leading up to Na$rull"h 

Munsh!Õs imprisonment:186  

!!" #$% &' (& )" *!+,&-. */012 3-45/ 6!% ( 789 :;0<= ( */> ?*% 6@ AB0;& *CD61E ( :96FGH  B&*+/& (& :!I/ J0F& K-L (  !"#$% &' (
 !"# $% # %&' ()*+,- ./ &0/ #1 # )2$/ &3 45 62+7 81 9+:' .;< %;3 &=> &?+7 {@A$} B' 1$ C=-8!"# !"#$ %&'( )' *+' ,-# %&.  

 
Just as the days of his suffering [me!nat] were prolonged by the arrow of his enemies, so it reached its target 
through the virtuous intercession and artistry of [Na$rull"h Munsh!]. He knew he would not be destroyed because 
Mercury sent out an arrow to the earth in his defense. He arrived from the house of grief [khan-i gham] and in the 
time of insult sent these verses in eulogy [to Sul!"n Ibr"h!m]. 
 
Gham implies a melancholic resignation to a predicament. Me!nat by contrast denotes a violent 

response to this grief, rather than a passive acceptance of it. The latter reserves greater agency for 

                                                        
186 For example, Masc!d Sacd, D!w"n, 1: 451 v. 35; 1: 490: v. 29; 1: 523 v. 76; 1:  529; 1: 535 v. 7. For Falak!Õs 
poem, where the word me!nat recurs four times over the course of thirty bayts, see chapter one, p. 26-7.  
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the poet, and as a semantic field was first pioneered by Masc!d Sacd. Although cAwf!  appears to 

have had only limited access to the Lahore poetÕs work, his narration of Na$rull"h Munsh!Õs 

imprisonment attests to his engagement with the entire semantic field of suffering that structures 

the Persianate aesthetics of incarceration.  

Suffering is further textualized and incorporated into the tropology of the prison poem 

with Masc!d SacdÕs attempt to write a commentary (shar! ) on his grief:  

!"#" $%& '( )*+, '-. /0# )1.  
!" #$%&'( #)* +,- !.!"#$%  

!"#$%& '( )*+#, !"#$ % &'  
!"#$%&' ()#* +,- ./0 12187  

 
My toil creates a commentary 

more capacious than my powers of expression. 
No matter how wilted I become through toil, 

with this promise, I will blossom, garden-like. 
 

Tracing zones of reading and observing migrations of meanings, such ÒcommentariesÓ enable the 

prison poem to activate the transformation of grief from a fact of nature to a medium for vatic 

agency. The suffering highlighted by cAwf! as a constitutive aspect of the prison poem correlates 

to Masc!d SacdÕs aesthetics of incarceration, which systematically contrasts the weakness of the 

poetÕs physical condition to the life-giving capacities of his verse. The contrast between the 

poetÕs vatic power and his incarcerated condition is rendered even more memorably in a qa$!da 

that not coincidentally shares a rad!f with Masc!d SacdÕs other equally famous elegy to Lahore, 

also written from prison:  

!"# $"%& $'#( )* !"# +, -. / 01"# 
!"#$ %&' %( )*+ ),-. /012 !"#188  

 
I plea from my heart like a reed pen from the fortress of Nay. 

I take my pen to the sky and create for myself a writing space.189 

                                                        
187 Masc!d Sacd, D!w"n, 1:490. 
188 Masc!d Sacd, D!w"n, 2: 687. 
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The Lahore poet equates suffering (me!nat) and the corrupt political regime (dawlat) in the 

following verse:  

!"# $%&'( )*+ ,-. /0 12 3456 )2 
 !"# $% &' ()*! +*!"#$ %&' !" !!!"190  

 
Oh, if this mountain of suffering [me!nat] would only depart for an hour! 

If only this regime [dawlat] would cease being wind and come for an instant to me. 
 

Dawlat here is used in the sense here broadest to mean fate as well as a specific political regime, 

but it is the more specific usage that is of greatest relevance to the aesthetics of incarceration.  

Whether in Masc!d SacdÕs and Falak!Õs deployment of me!nat, or cAwf!Õs discussion of 

Na$rull"h Munsh!Õs melancholy, we can observe a transition from an image of suffering 

premised on passivity, to an image of suffering that regards the infliction of pain as an 

interruption and violation of the lyric self. As the term was transformed through its deployment 

in prison poems, me!nat distinguished itself from the generalized semantic field of suffering 

most commonly rendered by gham.    

Although the distinction between oppression to be tolerated and oppression requiring 

resistance is drawn differently in varying social contexts, efforts to change the terms of this 

distinction coincide with new kinds of social contracts. The poetic and political contract that 

underwrote the medieval Persian prison poem distinguished itself from politics in the modern 

sense in not calling for a full-scale reversal of social norms, and by, at the same moment 

articulating a critique of power. Here as elsewhere (in the new inflections given to sal!anat, 

sukhan, siy"sat, bande, zanj!r, and ! abs) the prison poem, whether in the hands of Masc!d Sacd, 
                                                                                                                                                                                   
189 This poem was cited by ' adeq Hid!yat, the greatest Iranian prose writer of the twentieth century, in his satire on 
the scholarship of his day, Farhang-i farhangist"n (Academy Dictionary). Dehkhod" chose these lines to illustrate 
his definition for the Persian first-person singular (man), thereby suggesting that lyrical subjectivation in Persian 
literature begins with prison poetry.  
190 Masc!d Sacd, D!w"n, 2: 687, vv. 18, reading here !"#$  for !"#$. 
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Na$rull"h Munsh!, Falak!, Kh"q"n!, Muj!r al-D!n, or its exegetes Ni!"m# cAr! &!, Wa"w#", and 

cAwf!, is a crucial nexus for this new beginning in Persian literary culture.  

Lyric Legacies 

Eight hundred years after the first Persian prison poem was introduced to world literature 

by Masc!d Sacd, the poetÕs first modern editor, Rash!d Y"sam!, a poet-critic well known to 

modern Persian literary history, recalled his first encounter with the Lahore poetÕs prison poems. 

In referencing the same reasons as those that had already been highlighted by Ni!"m# cAr! &!, 

Wa!w"!, and cAwf! in their assessment of the first prison poetÕs legacy, Y!sam" drew attention to 

the persistence capacity of the medieval Persian prison poem to motivate affective responses in 

the present:  

 !"#$ %&"'() *#+,$ %&+- ./ 01 /(1 0234- 5 (674- .&8 9+4:;< '(- %&=>) #?) /3?:- @&+:AB 01 C/38 0).#- ./
 !" #$% & '()*+, "-./ '-0 123 & 4-, 150 6-7&89, :;-<% =!)/ >0 !" '8+?@ AB-C D3 E%! '(F/ A?$G HB 8;80 &

!" #$ %&'()* +', - . /01 234356' 7389, : ;3<-'$ !"#$% &'( )*+,- .& /0*1&*2 3 4562 /789 *, -. :03.& ;*<&.& =- :
!"# $%&'(")&* +'(,-(. /(&012 +3(45 6'(7' 89: ;(&5< 6'(=* !>(?0 @&A B# #C $%&DE)&FGH < $I)J&*.191!

I was in school when Masc!d SacdÕs prison poems impacted me and attracted my attention for the first time. I had 
found among the ancient and modern practitioners of the qa!"da some poets who wrote qa$!das without expecting 
compensation from their patrons or to obtain a rank. Really, [Masc!d Sacd] truly translated speech into his feelings. 
He reflected some of his internal pain in his verses  in a direct and truthful inflexion. The delicacy of tropes and 
eloquence of [his] invisible pain helped him to bring the qa!"da to the level of the ghazal in [the discourse of] love. 

The medieval Lahore poet affected the modern Iranian critic through his skillful 

evocation of a lyric self from within the qa!"da form. This capacity for Y!sam"  involved genre 

transgression. He noted that Masc!d SacdÕs prison poems incorporated into the form of the qa!"da 

the discourse of love that had been reserved for autonomous ghazals in the preceding centuries. 

Y!sam" aptly dubs Masc!d Sacd the Òtranslator of human affect (tarjum"n-i e' s"s"t)Ó. Y!sam" 

initially frames this statement in a highly personalized way, as if to say that Masc!d Sacd was 
                                                        
191 Rash!d Y"sam!, D!w"n-i Masc!d -i Sacd Salm!n (Tehr"n: Tabc-i Kit"b: 1318/1939): 63. For an interesting 
reflection on the significance of Y!sam"Õs edition of and introduction to Masc!d -i SacdÕs d!w"n, see E. BertelÕs, 
Istoriia persidsko-tadzhikskoi literatury (Moscow: Vostochnoi Literatury, 1960), 378. 
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simply the translator of his own personal feelings (e' s"s"t-i kh!sh). However, Y!sam"Õs 

subsequent elaboration indicates a rich awareness of the relations between affect and literary 

form as institutionalized by social experience. In partaking of genre in the contractual sense, the 

prison poem intervenes between the reader and his suffering at the level of language. When 

meaning is changed through language, the experience of incarceration is internally modified. As 

Adorno would have it, the artistic form breaks free from its empirical moorings.  

In transforming the content of experience, form is alienated from its content. It  

perpetuates the Òdiscontinuity between the personal self and the voice that speaks in the 

poetryÓ.192 Although Paul de Man, in a famous essay on the lyric form, polemicized against 

Hugo FriedrichÕs account of the lyric genre, the two critics agreed that Òthe lyrical voice is no 

longer the expression of a unity between the work and the empirical personÓ.193 De ManÕs 

implication that the work and empirical were united in premodern literary cultures testifies to 

prevalent tendency of European literary criticism to regard the lyric genre as the exclusive 

product of modernity. Although de Man reflexive analyzed this temporal limitation in accounting 

for lyric signification, and specified that the modernity he envisioned included Òthe possibility of 

all literature to exist in the present, to be considered, or read, from a point of view that claims to 

share with it its own sense of a temporal present,Ó the empirical bias remained and remains 

sedimented in accounts of the lyric genre.194 Among its other potential uses, a study of the 

medieval prison poem can reveal the lyricÕs deep past, and demonstrate that this discursive 

genreÕs destabilization of language, signification, and ultimately selfhood, is not an exclusive 

product of the modern condition. In the case of the medieval prison poem, the political 

                                                        
192 Paul de Man, ÒLyric and Modernity,Ó Blindness and Insight (New York: Routledge, 1983), 169.  
193 Hugo Friedrich, Die Struktur der Modernen Lyrik2 (Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1967), 36. Emphasis added. 
194 Paul de Man, ÒLyric and Modernity,Ó 166. 
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implications of these destabilizations were at least as overdetermining in medieval as in modern 

times. 

Y!sam"Õs argues that Masc!d Sacd transformed the qa!"da, a genre given to representing 

reality through the matrix of patron-poet relations and to neglecting the non-courtlyÑ or more 

specifically anti-courtlyÑ aspects of social being through the introduction of lyric norms. 

Masc!d Sacd made his qa!"das speak the language of the ghazal, a genre which has its origins in 

the qa$!da but which came to constitute itself as the qa!"daÕs antithesis. Stated more historically, 

the decline of sultanate power, along with its contemporaneous reassertion by regional sultanates 

brought the poet and his critics to the precipice of a new genre.  

The formal ambitions of Masc!d Sacd and his critical commentators engendered a generic 

transformation of the qa!"da through the prison poem. Like all modes of representation, the 

aesthetics of incarceration draws on forms already given by literary and non-literary culture, 

aiming in part at their subversion. In medieval Persian literary culture, the would-be prison poet 

generated from the qa!"da, the most normative formal genre of Islamic literary cultures, a new 

thematic genre. Masc!d Sacd could have chosen to passively bear the burden of antecedent 

authority without subverting its genre norms. In his eternally present lyric voice, the prison poet 

mobilized a distant time to bear witness to his grieving self. The least lyrical aspect of the 

qa!"daÑ its temporalityÑ was suddenly transfused by lyric time. 

The transformation in literary form inaugurated by the advent of the prison poem on 

twelfth-century Persianate peripheries presumes a new recognition of the injustice of 

incarceration, and a new belief that poetryÕs job was to contest abuses of sovereign power. Poets 

had been imprisoned long before Masc!d Sacd began writing prison poetry, and before critics 
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began recommending their imitation to the poets of future generations. As a new genre aiming to 

represent hitherto unrepresented experience was crafted, the liberation of subjugatedÑ more 

specifically, incarceratedÑ selfhood entered Persian literary history. It remains there to this day. 

POETRY, VIRILITY , STRIFE: THE PRISON POETRY OF SHIRW! N 

The analogous genre trajectories of the ( abs!yy"t, khamr!yy"t (bacchic poem), !ard!yy"t 

(hunting poem), zuhd!yy"t (ascetic poem), and raw$iyy"t (garden poem) were noted in the 

preceding chapter. The more political of these thematic genres profoundly influenced and were 

influenced by the qa!"da while also resisting its genre norms. It hardly seems coincidental that 

the great prison poet of Shirw!n was also one of the greatest expositors of the Persian mourning 

poem. Kh!q!n"Õs poem to his son Rash"d, who died in infancy, is among the poetÕs most 

memorable works.195 But Kh!q!n" did not limit his ambitions to the mourning poem. In all the 

genres in which he practiced, the Shirw"n poet could not countenance the possibility of anyone 

surpassing his verse. His desire for preeminence extended to poets, kings, and prophets. The 

suffusion of his poetry with remarks concerning the strengths and weakness of his predecessors 

and contemporaries suggests the keenly competitive sensibility that structured his poetic output 

and shaped the topography of twelfth-century Shirw"nÕs literary culture. Firstly, the competition 

was between poets, as in the following verses where the poet claims preeminence in both Persian 

and Arabic poetry:  

!"#$ %&' # ()' $* +," -" ./0 1234 56 )7 
!"#$% & '()* +,- ./0&1 & '(23 "43 

!" #$ %&!" #$%&"%' () *+ ,-$%  
!"#$% &$'( )* +* ,-* ./ 0'"1 02 3,4'196  

 
If the poetry of Shah!d and R#dak!, of Lab!d and Bu( tur! 

                                                        
195 Kh!q!n", D!w"n, 872, 902. 
196 Kh"q"n!, D!w"n, 425. See the discussion in Nacimah ! ass!k", ÒMad#-i nabaw! dar shicr-i 3 ass"n-i bin Th"bet va 
Kh!q!n" -yi Shirw"n!,Ó (MA thesis, Tarbiat Modares University, 1385), 119.  
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before this time in Arab and Persian world flows  
I strike three times in four lines in two languages  

[Arabic and Persian] to be number one.  
 

In his narrative of Persian literature, Bad!c al-Zam"n Far#z"nfar describes this peculiarity 

of the poetÕs temperament as follows: ÒKh"q"n! is a scribe [dab!r], an exegete [mufassir], and a 

critic [ad!b]. He considers his Arabic-language poetry more beautiful than and preferable to [the 

poetry of] Lab!d and Bu( tur!ÉIn Persian he is more accomplished than cUn$ur!, San"Õ!, and 

Mucizz!.Ó197 Whenever he invokes a predecessor or contemporary, Kh"q"n! presents himself as 

the superior poet, although the terms through which his superiority is established vary according 

to the poet-rival. Kh"q"n! developed a particular obsession with poets from the Ghaznavid court. 

The chronologically earliest poet from this group is the Ghaznavid court poet cUn$ur! of Balkh 

(d. 1040). Of this most powerful of poets, Kh"q"n! says:  

!" !"#!" !" !"#$% !"# !"# !"#$%  
!" !"# !" !"#$ !!!!" !"# $%!"198  

 
Where is cUn$ur! so he can listen to [my] sparkling poems? 

He will throw dirt the mouths of my rivals. 
 
Attesting to what Riccardo Zipoli calls Kh!q!n"Õs Òforza polemica,Ó these lines indicate that 

Kh"q"n! saw in the leader of Ma!m"d  of GhaznaÕs circle of poets a rival in eloquence.199 cUn$ur! 

was the poet par excellence of praise; wishing to exceed him, Kh"q"n! described his own poetry 

as sparkling like water (" bd"r). And yet Kh"q"n!Õs keenest competitive instinct was reserved not 

for the first of the Ghaznavid poets but rather for one of the last: Masc!d Sacd. Masc!d Sacd 

perturbed Kh"q"n! not by the mere issue of talent or even eloquence but by the originality of his 

                                                        
197 Bad!c al-Zam"n Far#z"nfar, Sukhan va sukhanvar"n (Tehr"n: Intish"r"t-i Khw"rizm!, 1350), 625. 
198 Kh!q!n", D!w"n, 140. 
199 Riccardo Zipoli, ÒIl Kh"q"ni polemico,Ó in Giovanna Pagani-Cesa and OlÕga Obuchova (eds.), Studi e scritti in 
memoria di Marzio Marzaduri (Venice: Quaderni del Dipartimento di Studi Eurasiatici-Universita Ca'foscari, 2002), 
474. 
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lyric voice. As the inventor of the genre in which he wished to excel, Masc!d SacdÕs poetry posed 

a potent challenge to Kh"q"n!Õs identity. The contestation of this challenge transpired in a 

sexually charged language that equated masculine virility  (fa! l) with poetic capacity:  

!"! !" #$% &'!!! !"#$ %&!"# !"#  
!"# $% &' !()* +,-. /01 2034 .56)% 

! "#$ % &%' ()#*+ ,)- ).!!"!!"  
!"#$% &"'( !"# $%& '()* +,- .%&200  

 
Is not Masc!d Sacd a virile poet compared to you? 

everyone who searches the eloquence of his verse find a treasure. 
Though cUn$ur!Õs enemy, he wrote in cUn$ur!Ôs style. 

[Masc!d SacdÕs] qa$!das are drenched in mockery  [of cUn$ur!]. 
 

 In his treatise on poetics, Wa!w"t praised the sublime tropes (!usn-i mac"n!) and delicate 

language (la0if-i alf" *), in the Lahore poetÕs prison poems without once citing the work of his 

close friend and rival, Kh"q"n!.201 When he read Wa!w"!Õs treatise, Kh"q"n# must have felt that 

his own poems deserved inclusion among Wa!w"!Õs many citations. The above verses 

condemning the Lahore poet were plausibly addressed by Kh!q!n"  to Wa!w"!. No doubt 

Wa!w"tÕs high praise for Masc!d Sacd bristled against the young poet from Shirw!n, who, 

though still young when Wa!w"! published his treatise, aspired to surpass in his poems the 

achievements of the Lahore poet.  

Due to the jealousy occasioned by Wa!w"tÕs treatise and the Lahore poetÕs critical 

reception, Kh"q"n! invented a conflict between cUn$ur!, Ma!m"d  of GhaznaÕs court poet, and 

Masc!d Sacd, the court poet of Ma!m"d Õs sons Masc!d III and !aher al-D!n Ibr"h!m. The real 

enmity however was not between the two Ghaznavid poets but between the poets from Shirw"n 

and Lahore. In Masc!d SacdÕs d!w"n, and particularly in the prison poem genre he introduced 

                                                        
200 Kh!q!n", D!w"n, 831. 
201 Wa!w"!, HS, 82. Although Wa!w"! cites extensively from poets who flourished a generation prior to the poets of 
Shirw!n, he neglected many of his contemporaries, including not only Kh!q!n", but also San!#", neither of whom 
had presumably become ÒclassicalÓ enough to be included in a bad!c anthology.  
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into Persian literature, Kh"q"n! discovered the new structure of feeling that, according to the 

collective testimonies of Ni!"m# cAru&!, Wa"w#t, and cAwf!, Masc!d Sacd introduced to Persian 

literature. To claim originality for himself, Kh"q"n! had to resort to sariq"t (literary 

appropriation), stealing literary devices from Masc!d Sacd and passing them off as his own. By 

contrast, San!"# of Ghazna, the poet from whom Kh!q!n# derived his first takhallu$ (penname), 

3 aq"Õiq!, did not induce anxieties of influence in the same order as Masc!d Sacd. The Shirw"n 

poet likely thought that the most persuasive way of overcoming Masc!d SacdÕs influence was to 

displace the Lahore poetÕs innovation in literary genres onto his own verse.  

Kh"q"n! is not always as dismissive of other poetsÕ talents as he was when writing about 

Masc!d Sacd. When he writes about his other major Ghaznavid predecessor, San"Õ!, Kh"q"n!Õs 

tone is considerably more reverent. Kh"q"n! boasts of his spiritual kinship with the Ghazna poet 

in his autobiographical narrative (mathnaw!) Tu!fat al-cIr"qayn (Gift from the Two Iraqs, c. 

1157):  

!" #$%&' (%)* "+,! -.%/0 1/ 2+3 
!"#$ %&'( )* +"$ ,'- %./! )&'(202  

 
I entered the world as a replacement for San"Õ!. 

For this reason my father called me ÒreplacementÓ 
 

Unlike his debt to Masc!d Sacd, concealed through a hypercritical attitude towards the Lahore 

poet, Kh"q"n! boats that his hometown Shirw"n will meet with the same fate as San"Õ!Õs Ghazna:  

!"#$ %& '()*+ ,-. /)01 /#2 
! "#$%&!"#$ %&'( )*+ ), -.  

!" #$%&' ()*+,- ./0 !"# $%&  
!"#$ %$&' (%)*+ ,"-%. /*0 

 
When time inscribed the death of San"Õ!  

the sky generated my famed speech.  
As the magician was buried in the dust of Ghazna, 

                                                        
202 Ghaff"r Kandli, Kh"q"ni -ye Shirw"n!, ' ay"t, zam"n o moh!0-i (,  Trans. Mir Hed"yat 3 e$"ri (Tehr"n: Markaz 
Nashr-i D"nishg"h!, 1995; orig. in Azeri Turkish, Baku, 1972), 43. 
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so the dust of Shirw"n will generate a magician again. 
 

Kh"q"n! does not mention that San"Õ! collected Masc!d SacdÕs first d!w"n and therefore 

was along with Wa!w"! largely responsible for the transmission of prison poems to twelfth-

century Shirw"n.203 The Shirw"n poet charges Masc!d Sacd with a lack of originality, whereas 

Falak! simply asserts a superior poetic voice (!arz-i sukhan). Both poets experienced what has in 

the context of Anglophone Romanticism been called an Òanxiety of influenceÓ and what more 

locally can be considered a form of sariq"t.204 Kh"q"n! and Falak! were equally impelled to 

underrate the Lahore poetÕs achievements even as they adapted their themes to the genre he 

inventedÑ the prison poem. As discussed in chapter four, sariq"t was practiced by the Shirw"n 

poets through a series of motifs relating to prophets and prophecy, in particular to the figures of 

Musa (the QurÕ"nic Moses) and c7s" (the QurÕ"nic Jesus).  

Perhaps more than any other milieu in Persian literary culture, poets who wrote under the 

Shirw"nsh"hs of Azerbaijan, and which (via Ni!"m# of Ganja) bequeathed to Persian literature 

the first mathnaw! cycle as well as the prison poem in its fullest articulation, was infected by a 

rivalry that sometimes verged on contempt. Masc!d SacdÕs prison poems exerted a formative 

influence on all the major poets of Shirw"n during the twelfth century, including Falak!, Ab#Õl 

cAl"Õ of Ganja, and Kh!q!n", but the example he set was more likely to move the new prison 

poets to criticism than to praise. The most famous volley in this rivalry is Kh!q! n!Õs above-cited 

accusation that Masc!d Sacd was a imitator of cUn$ur!Õs style (!arz), and that even when seeking 

to rival the Ghaznavid poet, he was merely copying his voice.   

                                                        
203 On San"Õ!Õs philological and editorial activity, see de J. T. P. de Bruijn, Of Piety and Poetry (Leiden: Brill, 
1983), 89-144. 
204 Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1997 [1973]). 
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Even earlier, in the first citation of Masc!d Sacd by any Shirw"n poet, and quite possibly 

the first citation of the Lahore poet anywhere outside Ghaznavid domains, Falak! ventured to 

compare his style (!arz) to that of Masc!d Sacd. In keeping with the self-praise (fakhr) endemic to 

all prison poetry, Falak! sought with his !arz to vanquish that Masc!d SacdÕs style:  

!"#$ %& "#'() !*+,- &" ./0 1*2 .3%*4 
!"#$%& '(& )*+, -./0 12/34 '5 )#67205  

 
If Masc!d Sacd had my style in poetry,  

then his fatherÕs spirit would be blessed one hundred times over. 
 

Dawlatsh"h (fl. 1487), the most famous ta&hkira-writer of the early modern period, 

introduces these lines by way of comparing the poets from Lahore and Shirw"n. ÒMen of letters 

and poets of distinction [fo$al" o ak"ber],Ó writes Dawlatsh"h, Òhave a high opinion of Masc!d 

SacdÕs verse, such that Falak! Shirw"n!, while praising himself, recalls Masc!d SacdÕs poetic 

speechÓ.  206Dawlatsh"hÕs statement, which functions as a post factum formalization of the prison 

poemÕs genre aesthetics, attests to the high regard Falak!Õs poetry commanded among medieval 

critics. Ironically, these lines may have been wrongly attributed to Falak! by the critical tradition, 

because nearly identical lines have been found in the d!w"n of Ad!b-i Sabir. In his monograph on 

Falak!, H"d! ! asan reports that a seventeenth century manuscript (Br. Museum, MS Egerton 

701, f.1b) of Masc!d Sacd d!w"n reproduces Dawlatsh"hÕs words without attribution and singles 

out Falak! for his praise of Masc!d Sacd. ! asan challenges the attribution of this verse to Falak!, 

on the grounds the d!w"n of Ad!b-i Sabir contains a close paraphrase:  

!"# ! !"!"# !"# !" !"#!! !" !"#$ !"#$  
!"#"$% !"#$% !"#$ !"#$ !"# !"#$%&207  

 

                                                        
205 Falak!, D!w"n, 112. 
206 !"# $%&'# ( )*+! !" #]!"# $%"&'[  !"!! "#$%&' "()* +(#,-. /#/012!"# $%& '() * +,-./# 0-1 2345# 6!!"#$% &  (Dawlatsh"h 
Samarqand!, Ta$hkira al Shucar"Õ [Lives of the Poets], ed. Edward Brown (London: Brill, 1915), 47.   
207 H. 3 asan, Falak!-i Shirv"n! (London, 1929), 62. 
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If Masc!d SacdÕs verse possessed this beauty and radiance, 
then his fatherÕs spirit would be blessed one thousand times over. 

 
It is not improbable that Falak! self-consciously cited Ad!b-i Sabir or vice-versa. Although he 

was not a prison poet, Ad!b-i Sabir experienced the vagaries of Salj#q power: Ats•z, the 

Khwarezmsh"h ruler under whose patronage he wrote, ordered that he be drowned in the Oxus. 

As if recalling the genre indeterminacy effected by the prison poem, the thirteenth-

century Persian critic Shams-i Qays (fl. 1200-1260) praised Falak! for his formal innovation in 

transitioning from the mad! (praise section), into the taghazzul (love section, similar to the 

nas!b) within the same qa!"da, as in the following shicrs: 

 !"#$ %&' () * +, - . "#/- 0 !"# !"#$ 
!"# $"%" &'() *+,-. % "/0 1,20 

 
Magnificent and sublime heavens, surrounding the center of the world; 

world of generosity and reflection, light of the lineage of Adam. 
 

!"# $% &'(! !"#$ %&# $'( )*+ ,"-  
 ! "# !$ %& '( )*!! "# $%&' ()*!" !" #208  

 
When he became my heart and eyes, every bruise and grief was gone. 

Where did he go, with whom my soul was in such harmony? 
 

Falak! was learned in the science of the stars, as Kh"q"n! himself noted in his elegy on Falak!Õs 

death that was intended to claim the elder poet as his pupil. But there is little evidence to suggest 

that Falak!Õs harbored the same ambitions for his poetry as his predecessor from Lahore. 

Nonetheless, as perhaps the greatest bad!c poet of his milieu, and as the first prison poet of 

Shirw!nÑ Kh!q!n"Õs claims to be Falak"Õs teacher notwithstanding209Ñ Falak! did much to 

consolidate the aesthetics of incarceration for Persian literary culture.   

                                                        
208 Kit!b al -mucjam f! macay!r ashc!r al - cajam, ed. Mudarris-i Ra&aw! (Tehr"n: Kit"bfur#sh!-yi Tehr"n, 1338/1959), 
392-3. 
209 Most scholars accept Kh!q!n"Õs assertion that Falak" was his student at face value. However, given the libelous 
polemic directed against Ab#Õl cAl"Õ Ganjaw!  (on which see below), it is possible (if unprovable) that Kh!q!n" 
misrepresented his relationship to Falak!, and that the latter was his teacher rather than his student. The early modern 
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Falak!Õs d!w"n has only reached us in fragments, but these partial relics are sufficient to 

indicate the significance of this poet for the future life of the prison poem. Falak!Õs most 

sustained contribution to the genre is a qa$!da of twenty-seven bayts with the rad!f (end-rhyme) 

n!st (Òis notÓ). The poem is divisible into two sections, with the first (vv. 1-12) expressing the 

poetÕs distress over his incarceration, and the second (vv. 13-27) elaborating an ambivalent plea 

for freedom from the sh"h. Over the course of the first section, the poet enumerates the many 

different was in which he has been abandoned by his friends. Playing on the link between 

madman (d!v"neh) and demon (d!v), the poet states: 

 !" #$%& '( )*+,!" #$%&'(  
!"#$ %&'( &)* +,- ). /0210 

 
I am drowning in chains like a madman [d!v"neh], 

although I am not at war with any demon [d!v]. 
.  

And then offers a tragic refrain:  

!"#$ %&'()* +),-. /01!  
!"#$" %&' ('! !"#$ %&'( )*!  

!"#$ %&' %()* +,-.% /.0 
!"# $%& '()!!"#$ %&'() *(&  

 
No matter how much I ask for help  

from friends, no friend will help me. 
This abode was my home 
but I have no friends here. 

 
Like Richard I, Falak! grieves over his abandonment by his friends and peers. The first 

prison poem of Shirw"n derives its force and meaning from the contrast between the incarcerated 

poet and the world outside his prison cell. Falak!Õs lexicon for sufferingÑ encompassing the 

multivalent terms me!nat, gham, and ranjÑ is so strongly reminiscent of the poetry of Masc!d 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
Persian poet J"m! asserts that Kh!q!n" was Falak"Õs student, though without good authority. See his Nafa!"tuÕl uns 
min kha$ar"t al -quds, ed. Ghol"m cIsa cAbd al-3 am!d and Kab!r al-D!n A( mad (Calcutta: W. Nassau Lees, 1859), 
281.  
210 Falak!, D!w"n, 23-4. For the full Persian text, see the appendix, prison poem no. 7.  
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Sacd that certain medieval sources attributed the authorship of this text to the Lahore poet.211 The 

convertibility of authorship for the prison poem attests to its strength as a genre. As the poet 

objectifies his suffering, his imagery inflicts the poetÕs sorrows on the reader. But Falak!Õs first 

prison poem reveals incarceration as already mediated by the presence, and, in certain cases, by 

the absence, of the sovereign.  

In section two of this poem, the poetÕs ambivalent appeal to the ruler in the hopes of 

thereby obtaining freedom changes the focus of the poem. Suddenly a new element is 

introduced: the second person voice that inflects the aesthetics of incarceration from Masc!d Sacd 

onwards. Whereas until this point the poet had situated himself in a solipsistic vacuum where he 

was both auditor and addressee, for the remainder of the text, he impresses on the reader both his 

own suffering and the social dynamics that placed him behind bars and in chains. These social 

dynamics become evident when the poet affiliates himself with a specific demographic he calls 

the Òpeople of intelligenceÓ (ahl-i caql). People of intelligence, Falak! notes, is marked for 

destruction by the sh"h: 

!" #$%&$ '( )*&$+,- +.  
!"#$ %&'( )*( )+, -./ 

 
If I have feared your punishment [siy"sat]  

itÕs no sin to be among the intelligent [ahl-i caql]. 
 

Both in foregrounding punishment at a time when prior texts had foregrounded the rulerÕs glory 

and in introducing the poet-thinkers (Òpeople of intelligenceÓ) marked out for destruction by 

their rulers, Falak!Õs inaugural text embodies key features of the prison poem genre.  

What is the purpose of Falak!Õs vatic orientation? Although clearly presaged by Masc!d 

SacdÕs aesthetics of lyric complaint, Falak!Õs register conflicts with the qa!"da tradition that 

                                                        
211 H. 3 asan, Falak!-i Shirv"n!  (London: Royal Asiatic Society, 1929), 62.  
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prefers to suppress the lyric self, and that omits psychological inventory of the sort that marks 

the prison poem as a genre. Why does the poet dwell on his suffering when the panegyric qa$!das 

that determined his aesthetic horizons, such as those of cUn$ur! of Balkh and )nwar! , 

programmatically disengage from individual experience, and sought instead to glorify the 

patron? It would be na•ve as well as unliterary to take the poetÕs statements as merely personal 

reflections, to ignore their status as a literary-historical interventions, and to overlook their 

transformation of the discursive resources available to the medieval poet wrongly incarcerated by 

his ruler. No thematic genre attains to its status without first intervening in the formal and 

discursive norms of a given literary culture.  

Of greater importance than Falak!Õs mundane revelation of his suffering is his endeavor 

to separate his poetic self from the surrounding world and to declare his social isolation at the 

threshold of poetry. Beginning with the prison poems of Masc!d Sacd, the prison poem defined a 

new space for poetic selfhood. This demarcation took place rhetorically and politically, as shown 

in chapter six. In Falak!Õs prison poem, the first extant "abs!yy#t composed outside Lahore, we 

observe the demarcation of a poetic identity that fulfills itself in Kh!q!n"Õs claims to poetic 

sovereignty, articulated most powerfully in his prison poems. By aestheticizing suffering, 

Falak!Õs poetics of complaint inaugurates an imminent transformation in the status of poetic 

being and the poetryÕs social identity.  

ÒMy sole possessions are made of grief (me!nat-i man milk o mal-i manast),Ó Falak! 

states, laying claim to a social rank specific to the poet, who is neither a trader nor in this context 

independently wealthy. The poet depends on his patron, and this dependency merges the power 

of the ruler with the patronÕs power. Sociologically, merging political power and the 
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patronization of poetry in Ghaznavid and Salj#q domains explains why poets were so frequently 

imprisoned in these societies even when they sought to satisfy the demands of their sovereigns. 

Poetically, this merger made possible a new literary identity, a new discursive space for poetry, 

and a new sociological location for the literary imagination. Falak!Õs poem is one of the most 

important and influential contributions to these transformations.  

The negative remarks of both Kh!q!n" and Falak" with regards to their predecessor 

Masc!d Sacd must have arisen from the widespread view that great achievements in poetry were 

stimulated by rivalry.212 Even Kh!q!n"Õs student Muj"r experienced a vicious break with his 

teacher concerning the ownership of their respective poems. Rivalry was a point of departure for 

literary production long after Shirw"n had vanished from the landscape of Persian literature. 

Am!r Khusrow, the most famous practitioner of a poetic of rivalry after the era of the poets of 

Shirw"n had passed, declared in his D!b"cha-yi ghurrat al-kam"l (Preface to the Crescent Moon, 

1294) in violation of chronology that Kh!q!n" merely imitated the style (!arz) of his student 

Muj!r and that Mucizz! merely imitated the style of Masc!d Sacd.213Am!r Khusrow included these 

lines to rebuke Kh!q!n", who had in his view claimed too much originality for himself and 

obscured the innovations of his Lahore predecessor.  

Rivalry can become an organizing principle of literary relations only in a literary culture 

that has institutionalized a relation between poets and the court, and wherein oneÕs relations with 

oneÕs peers bear social implications. In such a society, the axis of conflict is not solely between 

poet and patron. In addition to their accountability to their patrons, sovereigns, and jailors, 

Kh!q!n", Falak", Ab#Õl cAl" Õ and Muj!r addressed their students, teachers, and fellow poets. The  

                                                        
212 See also the polemic between Kh!q!n" and Ath"r al-D!n cited in !asan, Falak!-i Shirw"n!, 53-4. 
213 D!b"cha-yi ghurrat al-kam"l, ed. Sayyid Vaz!r al-! asan al-cAb!d! (Lahore: N!shnul Kum!t! Bar"y! S"t-i S# S"lah 
Taqr!b"t-i Am!r Khusraw, 1975), 38-41.  
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role played by rivalry in founding this literary culture and in making possible its cultivation of an 

oppositional aesthetics of incarceration explains the dismissive tone of Kh!q!n"Õs elegy 

(marth!ya) on his teacher Falak!Õs death. It even explains why Kh!q!n" claims in this text to have 

been Falak!Õs teacher. Given that the genre in question is an elegy mourning the dead, Kh!q!n"Õs 

reduction of his teacher to a sneeze (ca!seh) that disappears quickly, borders on cruelty:   

 !"# $%& '()*!! !"# $%&'  
!"#$ %&' () *+, * -' !./ 01/ 

!"#$" %&' ()*+ (, !-.%/ !"# 
!!" #$ %&'( )*+ ,-( ./ 0/ !  

 !"# $ %&% '"() *+, -./#!!!"#$%  
! "#$ %&!!" #$% &'( ! "#$214  

 
Falak! was a sneeze of my lawful magic. 

Because of his knowledge of the ten sciences. 
He knew the secrets of nine heavens. 

He parted this world quickly. A sneeze does not last long. 
Alas! What a short life was given to my sneeze. 
His life gave a sneeze and abandoned the body. 

The angel of death said to him: May Allah forgive you.  
 

These very lines were later deployed by Muj!r against Kh!q!n" himself, but for now let us 

follow the rivalry theme a bit further in Kh!q!n"Õs oeuvre. Rivalry accounts for the vituperative 

energy that drives the invective in Tu!fat al-cIr"qayn (Gift from Two Iraqs). Kh!q!n"Õs 

pilgrimage extended over the Òtwo IraqsÓÑ the first in Mesopotamia and the second in Iran, the 

center of S"s"nian dominion. By any estimate, Kh!q!n"Õs Tu!fat text is one of the most 

compelling apologiae pro vita sua in all of medieval literature.215 In addition to his poetic 

                                                        
214 Kh!q!n", D!w"n, 918. 
215 The oldest extant manuscript of Tu!fat has only recently been catalogued and published by Iraj Afsh"r under the 
title Khatm al-Ghar"Õib (Seal of Wonders) (Vienna: M!ras al-Makt#b and …sterreichische Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 2006). Discovered in …sterreichische Nationalbibliothek (as recounted in Iraj Afsh"rÕs article in 
Mac"ref 16/2), this copy was transcribed in 1197Ñ during Kh!q!n"Õs lifetime. Khatm al-Ghar"Õib, predates Tu!fat  
as a title. In his qa!"da in praise of I$fah!n, Kh!q!n" refers to the text by the title Khatm al- Ghar"Õib:  

!"#$ %&' ()*!!!"# $%& '!!  
!"#"$% &'() *' +,-'. "/0 12 "3 
 (Kh!q!n", D!w"n, 355) 

They saw another seal of wonders [= my book]. 
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renditions of many of the most important locations in the Islamic world during the twelfth 

century, Kh!q!n" included in Tu!fat an account of his upbringing. He dedicated individual 

chapters to his father, a carpenter who consecrated his life to insuring a good future for his son, 

his mother, a Nestorian Christian kidnapped while still a girl, and later converted to Islam, his 

uncle, who initiated him into mathematics, hermeneutics, geography, and Arabic poetry (Tu!fat, 

199), and lastly, his teacher, Ab#Õl cAl"Õ Ganjaw!, who gave him his second takhallu$ 

(penname), Kh!q!n".216 In spite, or perhaps because, of their mentoring relationship, Kh!q!n" 

accuses Ab#Õl cAl" Õ of being one of the most depraved creatures in all of Shirw"n. According to 

his own testimony, Ab#Õl cAl"Õ introduced the young poet to courtly life and initiated his career:  

 ! "#$%& ' ( )& * &+,! "#! !" #$!"#  
!"#"$ %&'( !" !" #$ !"#$%  

!"#$% !"#$%& '()* +,& $-.  
!! !"#$%! !"#$% &' ()* +,  

! "#$% &'()* +, -'.*!"#  
!"#$% &'()* +,- * './" #'0 

!!" #$% $& '()*+ !" ,"-. )-  
 !"# $%&!'!!"#$%& '( )*+&,!  

!"#  !"#$% &'() *+ ,-) .#/  
!"#$% &'#() #*+,- .#- /012 

!"#$% !"#$% !"#$& !"#$& 
!" #$%!" #$%!& #$%!&!!!217  

 
Afz! al al-din Kh!q!n", speak the truth to me: 

My dear friend, I am unhappy with you 
Your father was a carpenter, and such was your name 

I gave you the right to call yourself Kh!q!n  
I have done you much good 

I gave you my dear daughter in marriage 
Why do you not respect him, 

Who is your teacher and calls you his son? 
Never tell me I have betrayed you 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
[And saw] how much I praised I$f"h"n. 

But the title Tu!fat al-cIraqayn appears as early as cAwf!Õs Lub!b (p. 405). In a study concerned more with reception 
than with authorial intention, it seems preferable to adopt the title by which Kh!q!n"Õs mathnaw! was best known. 
216 Many of these episodes have been skillfully analyzed by A. L. F. A. Beelaert, in her valuable study of Tu!fat al-
cIraqayn entitled A Cure for the Grieving (Brill: Leiden, 1996). For Kh!q!n"Õs journey to as reflected in his Tu!fat, 
see Henri MassŽ, ÒAspects du pŽlerinage ˆ la Mecque dans la poŽsie persane,Ó Melanges Franz Cumont (Brusells: 
Annuaire of the Institut de Philosophie, 1936), 859-865. 
217 Cited in N. de Khanikof, ÒMŽmoire sur Kh‰c‰ni, po‘te persan du XIIe si•cle,Ó Journal Asiatique 6/4 (1864): 151. 
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I never uttered such words. 
I said what I said; I didnÕt say what I didnÕt say 

I fucked; I didnÕt fuck what I didnÕt fuck.  
One can easily detect in these words, alongside the teacherÕs bitter reminder to his 

student of all he did to help him along in life, the jealous poetÕs relish in denigrating his rivalÕs 

lowly origins, accentuated by Ab#Õl cAl"Õs clever allusions to Kh!q!n"Õs fatherÕs occupation as a 

carpenter (dor(gar). Subscribing to a belief in the importance of inborn rank rather than 

investing faith in a poetic style that could be acquired through study, this slight to Kh!q!n"Õs 

genealogy in particular motivate the attack that followed.  

Al though Kh!q!n" situated his reply to Ab#Õl cAl"Õ within the satirical genre (hajv, hij" Õ), 

as in the following excerpt from the chapter in Tu!fat entitled ÒIn Mockery of Ab#Õl cAl"Õ 

Ganjaw! (dar hajv-i ab(Õl cal"Õ guyad),Ó when one takes account of the intensity of the poetÕs 

rancor against his peers, the satirical element appears as simply one layer in a text that bore 

witness to the difficult social environment of twelfth-century Shirw"n literary culture. Writes 

Kh!q!n" of his teacher Ab#Õl cAl"Õ: 

 !"#!!" #$%& '( ) !"# $%&'  
!"#$% &'() *+, -.+/01 

!"#$% &"'( )* +, - ./0  
!"# $%& '( )*+ ,-./)0!!  

!!"# $! !"#$ %&' "( )*+  
! "#$%& '(# )*$+ ,&-218  

 
He entered the world as a bitchÕs son 

and became the milk brother of Sheykh Najd (=Satan). 
Fucking like the dog with arrogant speech. 

Nourished on the milk of the dog all his life. 
Wish the worst on this googly-eyed of our epoch, 

this renegade of religion, destined for destruction by God. 
 

                                                        
218 Full citation in N. de Khanikof, ÒMŽmoire sur Kh‰c‰ni, po‘te persan du XIIe si•cle,Ó Journal Asiatique 6.4 
(1864): 152-3. This text of the exchange between Ab#Õl cAl!Õ and Kh!q!n" has undergone numerous modifications 
over the centuries. KhanikofÕs text is neither identical with the text in Ya! y" Qar!bÕs edition of Kh!q!n"Õs Tu!fat, 
nor with the version cited in the nineteenth-century commentary by Mu! ammad Ism!Õil Kh!n Abjad!, Shar! -i 
Tu!fat al-cIraqayn, ed. Mu!ammad "usayn Ma!v" (Madras: University of Madras, 1954). A comparative study of 
these different versions is an urgent desideratum.   
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Ab#Õl cAl"Õs poetry was probably never collected, and for this reason none of it has 

reached us today, although it was disseminated in South Asia as late as the Mughal period.219 

Kh!q!n" succeeded in wreaking vengeance on his teacher for the latterÕs mockery of his class 

origins. In addition to launching a more vocal and more widely disseminated attack on his 

teacher, Kh!q!n" even prevented Ab#Õl cAl" Õ from attaining a fame even remotely comparable to 

his own. For these reasons, as well as others, the vituperative dimension of this text should be 

taken seriously.  

As far as we know, this is the last word ever written on the subject of Kh!q!n"Õs dispute 

with his teacher. It was preceded by a violent exchange of verse unavailable in full. It is 

interesting that even these verses by Ab#Õl cAl" Õ addressed to his student-rival have been 

preserved:220 

!"#$% &"# '() *+,-$ !"#!.!/ 
!"#$ %&'!( )*+, -' !"#!$%&'  
 !" # $% &'( )*% !+,!!"# $%# &  

!!!"#$%# &' ()*&+ ,%-.$ /0 %1 
 

Kh!q!n", you know poetry well 
But let me offer you a little advice 
DonÕt curse the man older than you 
He may be your father in disguise. 

 
Kh!q!n" had many reasons to polemicize with his forbearers and contemporaries. But 

what of the other prison poets of Shirw!n? Kh!q!n" was not the only poet working in the domain 

of prison poetry. In addition to Falak!, his predecessor, a study of the twelfth-century Persian 

prison poem must take account of the work and legacy of Kh"q"n!Õs student Muj!r al-D!n 

                                                        
219 See the letter from Chandra Bhan Brahman to his Khwaja Tej Bhan that includes Ab#Õl cAl"Õs poetry in its list of 
Persian texts necessary for the would-be Mughal courtier to master, cited in Muzaffar Alam, The Languages of 
Political Islam: India 1200-1800 (London: Hurst & Co, 2004), 131. 
220 Rustom Pestonji Masani, Court Poets of Iran and India (Bombay: New Book Company, 1938), 59. Even more 
graphic invectives by Ab#Õl cAl"Õ are catalogued in !amduÕllah Mu$taf" Qazw!n!Õs T"rikh-i Guz!da, the relevant 
sections of which are available in Edward Browne, ÒBiographies of Persian Poets,Ó JRAS 32.4 (1901): 741-742. 
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Baylaq"n!. Although the younger poet eventually parted ways with his master due to their rivalsÕ 

calumnies, Muj!rÕs poems attest to a remarkable continuity of form and content between student 

and master. When we take account of the extant fragments of Falak! of Shirw"n and the few 

extant fragments of the poetry of Ab#Ôl cAl" Õ, E.E. BertelÕs claim that twelfth-century Azerbaijan 

nourished a school of Persian poetry with a style all its own appears justified.221   

In both his life and poetry, Muj!r al-D!n reproduced his masterÕs literary trajectories. Just 

as Kh"q"n! began his career as a poet with a critique of Masc!d SacdÕs poetry, so Muj!r al-D!n 

ventured out on his own as a poet only after he publicly defamed his teacher. In even more 

specific textual terms, Muj!r launched his career as a poet by deploying the same idiom that 

Kh!q!n" had used only decades earlier on the occasion of Falak"Õs death. Whereas Kh!q!n" had 

boasted that Falak! was a sneeze (ca!seh) of his lawful magic and alluded to without directly 

invoking the idiomatic Persian contrast between the cat and the lion, Muj!r constructed his satire 

on Kh!q!n" entire around the saying that his teacher had first evoked. One witnesses in the 

following imitation (ta$m!n) on his teacherÕs poem the same contempt towards Kh!q!n" that 

Kh!q!n" had earlier evinced towards Falak!. Specifically, the rhetorical device deployed here to 

contrast the reflection on Kh!q!n"Õs weakness to Muj"rÕs greatness is known as Òfantastic 

etiologyÓ (!usn-i tacl!l ), the ascription of imaginary causes. The fantastic etiology is here 

activated through two comparisons (tashb!h): of Kh!q!n" to a cat (gurbeh) and Muj!r to a lion 

(sh!r): 

!"# $% &'() * +,"-") ./01 2 3(4 
!"# !" !"# !" !" !" !"# !"#$  

!"!"#$% &'(" &)*+ ,- . $% ,/"01 0 

                                                        
221 E. E. Bertel's, Nizami i Fuzuli (Moscow: Nauka, 1962). BertelÕs is the only scholar who focuses on the poetics of 
what he calls the school of Azerbaijan, which he ranks alongside the schools of Bukh"r", Khwarezm, and Khur"s"n.  
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!"# $ %&'!"# ()*+ (,!- (. !"!"#$ %222 !
 

Why should I fear Kh!q!n"Õs slander and his stupid work? 
In my proximity, he is as a mustard seed.!

If  I get offended from him, no reason to be surprised. 
For a cat is only a lionÕs sneeze, though a lion gets offended from that. 

Although these simulacrums of rivalry do not necessarily attest to genuine rancor, they do 

suggest the social background against which the aesthetics of incarceration was forged.  

Also like his teacher Kh!q!n" , Muj!r al-Din boasted of his lowly origins. The latterÕs 

statement that  

!"#$ !"# $%&' (%) *+,- ./ 012  
 !"#$% #&' ()*+ ,- ./ 01 .203 456223  

 
The children of my flesh [my poems] have Turkic exteriors. 

How strange it is then, that my mother was African [! abash!] 
 

recalls the label ÒcarpenterÕs child (pisar-i dor(gar)Ó that Kh"q"n! applied to himself throughout 

his poems and in his mathnaw!, and which ultimately became grounds for contention between 

himself and Ab#Ôl cAl" .224 Muj!r and Kh"q"n! shared the intensely pessimistic orientation that 

BertelÕs regards as characteristic of twelfth-century Azerbaijani poetry. For Muj!r and Kh"q"n!, 

as detailed below, this pessimism took the form of a poetic endeavor to merge the world of 

poetry with the cosmos.  

Muj!r learned from Kh"q"n! the art of utilizing disciplinary lexicons in his poetry, 

including especially the terminology relevant to backgammon (nard). According to Kazz"z!, 

Kh"q"n! and Muj!r were the only two twelfth-century Persian poets to use the term nadab in the 

sense of ÒstakeÓ (dastkh(n).225 This seemingly technical detail leads to a more significant 

                                                        
222 Muj!r al-D!n Baylaq"n!, D!w"n, xxii. 
223 Far#z"nfar, Sukhan va sukhanvar"n, 2:250 n5. 
224 See for example prison poem number six, v. 53 (= Kh!q!n", D!w"n, 323). 
225 M!r Jal"l al-D!n Kazz"z!, ed. D!w"n-i Kh"q"n! -i Shirw"n (Tehr"n: Markaz, 1375); Alireza Korangy Isfahani, 
ÒDevelopment of the Ghazal and Kh"q"n!Õs ContributionÓ (PhD Diss., Harvard University, 2007), 241.  
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convergence between Kh!q!n" and Muj"rÕs contributions to the prison poem. If the reasons for 

Kh!q!n"Õs incarceration are obscure, the stimulus for Muj"rÕs prison poetry is even vaguer. It is 

known that Kh"q"n! was imprisoned at least twice. By contrast, it is impossible to determine 

with certainty whether Muj!r was ever imprisoned or whether his prison poems were generated 

by an empirical encounter with a prison cell or were simply the product of a fertile imagination 

and a desire to situate himself within a tradition that placed a high premium on the aesthetics of 

incarceration. If the shifting relation between in the world and the text in the prison poem from 

Kh!q!n" to Muj!r permits of generalization, the lesson here is that, as Adorno foretold, in 

proportion to the intensity of its political aesthetic, every literary form that seeks to resist the 

conditions that brought it into being inevitably break free from its empirical moorings. This is 

not to say that the empirical is thereby abandoned. Rather, it is note the complex dialectic 

between experience and poetry, world and text, politics and the imagination. 

All that is known of Muj!r trials and tribulations is found in his d!w"n and the d!w"ns of 

his contemporaries. The poet ran into trouble for a poetic satire of I$fah"n.226 Muj!rÕs satire was 

attributed to Kh"q"n! and prompted a falling-out between the two poets. It also created problems 

for Muj!r, as indicated by his denial of any calumny in connection with I$fah"n:   

!" #$ %&' #( )*+,-./ 0 %+1./ 
!"#$ %&' %($ )*+, -$ ./012 )34/5 

!"# $%&'( )*&'+, - ., /012 
!"# $ %&'() *+ ,-+ !"# $. ,) 

!"#$ %&$ ' ()*+ !,&- ./ 0'12 3"4 
!" #$% &!"# $%& '"( ) *+%,- $227  

!
I never said such things didn't enter my head. 
No one has witnessed these words from me. 

                                                        
226 For a modern account of this scandal, see Dhab!"Õll#h ' af", T" r!kh-i Adab!y" t dar %r" n2 (Tehr"n: Am!r Kab!r, 
1389), 2: 352. 

227 Far#z"nfar, Sukhan wa sukhanvar"n, 2:264 n2. 
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My speeches [had!th-i man] are all pure poetry. 
I have no business with the speech of governmental entities. 
The lying message that my envier spoke of me was heard by the sh"h. 

The sh"hÕs anger has fallen on me and I have been deprived of his proximity. 

When the poet declares Òmy speeches are all pure poetry,Ó he alludes to the taf"c!l system of 

Arabo-Persian prosody that produces fifteen meters through morphological variations on the root 

of meaning Òto doÓ (f" , cayn, l"m).228 Here the phrase maf"c!lu f" cil"t  imitates the scansion of a 

verse in the mo$arec  meter (omitting, for the sake of scansion, the penultimate n(n). By 

describing his verse, or rather his stories (had!th), through the system that introduced students to 

the art of prosody in medieval Arabo-Persian literary culture, Muj!r al-D!n renders his own verse 

canonical. This imaginative representation of the poetÕs art serves again to bolster the reputation 

of his vocation.   

Like Kh"q"n!, like Falak!, like Masc!d Sacd, like every other prison poet who preceded 

him, Muj!r defended his lyric self, made possible and necessary by the by now primarily 

figurative aesthetics of incarceration, by appropriating the language of disciplines and by 

separating his voice from the language of material sovereignty. ÒI have no business with the 

speech [sukhan] of governmental entities,Ó he declares. Was this drive to create distance between 

the poet and the regime, and to clear a space for poetry, dictated by a perception newly emergent 

on twelfth-century Persian peripheries, of the incompatibility between the sultanÕs discretionary 

power, and the poetÕs vatic authority? If Muj!r al-D!n learned anything from Kh"q"n!, it was to 

view his accusers from the perspective of an incarcerated poetics that made worldly sovereignty 

appear more transient and ultimately less powerful than poetry.   

LYRIC COSMOLOGY IN THE PRISON POEMS OF KH!Q!N"  
 

                                                        
228 For a systematic account of the Arabic prosodic system, see D. V. Frolov, Klassicheskii arabskii stikh (Moscow: 
Nauka, 1991). 
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This chapter has traced the genesis of a genre from its humble empirical origins in the 

sufferings of one Lahore poet, to its transformation into a sustained critique of twelfth-century 

sovereignty. We saw how the prison poem was affected by anxieties of influence, and by 

competition at the levels of language, discourse, sovereign power, and poetic genealogy. We 

have not yet witnessed the cosmic apotheosis of the prison poem in the hands of Kh"q"n! of 

Shirw"n. Kh"q"n! is the central figure in this dissertation not only because he transformed a 

literary genre, but also because he brought to bear on the poetics of incarceration a wealth of 

literary and philosophical concerns that had previously been foreign to its discourse. Kh"q"n! 

philosophized and politicized the prison poem. He made it available for appropriation by poets 

such as Muj!r who may have had no direct experience of incarceration. In Kh"q"n!Õs hands, a 

medium crafted to articulate lyric affect became an instrument of political and cosmic critique.  

Kh!q!n" also intervened in the historicity of his chosen genre. In many instances, prison 

poetry did not correspond to or reference an actually existent reality of political incarceration. To 

cite only one of many conceivable examples, Ab#Õl cAl" Õ al-Macarr! (d. 1058) refers to his 

incarceration in Macarrat al-Nucm"n in a purely metaphorical sense, without intending any 

allusions to any actual prisons.229 Written into the genre of the prison poem is an ambivalent, and 

at times contestatory, relation to history. AdornoÕs specification that there is no genre that Òdid 

not originate in the empirical reality from which it breaks free,Ó bear an uncanny applicability to 

the medieval prison poem. If genres require an empirical reality from which to break free, then 

the prison poet who advocates for poetryÕs freedom from material sovereignty must find a 

language with which to address the fact of incarceration. Within the context of Persian literature, 

                                                        
229 See Ab#Õl cAl" Õ al-Macarr!, D!w"n luz(m m" l"  yalzam, ed. Kam"l al-Y"zj!  (Beir#t: D"r al-Jam!l, 1992), 204. 
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this tension between constraint and resistance was best expressed in Kh"q"n!Õs prison poem 

number three: 

!"#$%&"  !"# $%&!!!"#  
! "#$%&"!! !"# $%&'($ )*  

!!! !"#$ %&'!! !! !"# !"#  
!"# $%&' ()*+,- ./ 0&1 

!"#  !!! !"# $%& '#()(&  
 !" #$ %&!" '(!! !"# $%&'  

(3: 3-5)230  
 

The loyalty of fate is far from me. 
But now this fate had led to another one. 

This sky circles like two mute Kacbas signlessly.  
We stake our lives by gambling.  
We arrive with fives and ones.  
The sky sees only two ones.   

 
Formally a qa!"da (a rubric that applies to the vast majority of Kh!q!n"Õs prison poems, 

and to all of the six poems that have been canonized as ( abs!yy"t), prison poem three follows 

Masc!d Sacd in infusing the courtly panegyric with lyric motifs. It carries this infusion one step 

further in asserting poetryÕs discursive sovereignty. Although the patron-jailor makes a cameo 

appearance in the second-to-last hemistichÑ in the guise of a ÒcreatorÓ (kardg"r)Ñ a term that 

can reference either God or the rulerÑ few readers are likely to derive from this text much 

information about the sovereign ruler of Shirw"n. Instead, they will  focus on the arbitrariness of 

fate, a theme that structures most metaphors in the poem.  

By verse three, the focus shifts. Kh!q!n"Õs complains that a normally benevolent fate 

(r(zg"r ) has suddenly changed its face by imprisoning him. The discretionary behavior of fate as 

construed in this poem mirrors the discretionary nature of twelfth-century Persian sovereignty as 

it distanced itself from legal norms and embraced incarceration as a mode of punishment on a 

                                                        
230 Citations in this dissertation that do not include the author or title are keyed to the appendix of prison poems at 
the end, and are given in the format: prison poem number followed by line number. Thus 3: 3-5 corresponds to 
prison poem three, verses (ab!"t) 3-5. In keeping with the conventions for organizing poetry in Persian, the order of 
the prison poems is given in alphabetical order according to the rad!f, not chronologically. 
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scale not encountered before in Islamic history. These changes contribute to the troubling specter 

of a sky circling the earth, bereaved of the signs that ought to face its Kacbas to guide bewildered 

creatures seeking salvation. That no salvation is at hand is made palpable by the lack of 

inscriptions. Kh!q!n" could say with Barthes that his text of choice is a sky Òflat and smooth, 

deep, without edges and without landmarksÓ. As with BarthesÕ commentator, so with the poet: 

Kh!q!n"Õs task is to reveal the migration of meanings across a textual surface that resists human 

signification. 

Kh"q"n! uses the Arabic dual plural, a grammatical form reserved for phenomena 

occurring in pairs, for his rendering of a signless Kacba (kacbatayn). While this counterintuitive 

image resists interpretation, a few reasons both for the choice to locate the Kacba in the sky and 

for the choice to double it may be suggested.231 Given that the poetÕs attention is directed to the 

stratosphere, the dual plural evokes two constellations standing side by side. A comparable 

cosmology for other mythopoeic traditions would be Orion and Perseus. The extraction of a 

Kacba from the stars is Kh!q!n"Õs own invention. The originality of this image is intensified with 

an unusual dual plural (kacbatayn), which in another context could signify confraternity in lieu of 

isolation. Here it means precisely the opposite.  

For every this (!n) there is a that ("n), Kh"q"n! says at the end of his poem, suggesting an 

endless cycle of repetition and recompense . But the double Kacbas do not provide respite to the 

reader seeking consolation. Their doubleness mocks any readerly expectation of positive 

                                                        
231 In his invaluable commentary and concordance, Farhang-i lugh"t va tacbir"t b" shar!-i acl"m va mushkil"t-i 
D!w"n-i Kh!q!n" Shirw!n"  (Tehr"n: Zoww"r, 1374), Sajj"d! glosses kacbatayn b! naqsh, referring specifically to 
this passage, as Òan empty [khal! o tuh!] Kacba without inscriptionÓ (2: 125). Sajj"d! does not comment on why 
Kh"q"n! specifies two Kacbas rather than one. Kacbatayn is found elsewhere in the archive of Persian literature, but 
it particularly marks the poetics of Shirw"n school. Of the twelve entries for kacbatayn in Dehkhod"Õs Lughatn"ma, 
five are from Kh!q!n" and two are from Ni#!m" Ganjev". 
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meaning. This mockery is followed by the ominous conclusion that the stakes on which we 

wager our lives are against us. The inscriptionless pair of Kacba yield no interpretations. They 

resist the human impulse to find fabricate meaning from chaos, and leave unsatiated the 

prisonerÕs need to understand the reasons for his incarceration. Kh!q!n"Õs dual Kacbas are 

inscriptionless (b! naqsh). They are mute, and have no guidance to offer the poet imprisoned 

against his will.  

Kh"q"n!Õs evocation of a sky without inscriptions contrasts with the association in 

Persian poetics of inscriptions with order, beauty, and the imprint of the creator. In the preface to 

his third d!w"n, Am!r Khusrow, a poet explicitly inspired by the Shirw!n school, describes naqsh 

as the imprint of the creator on the created, the testimony of which is poetic speech. ÒThe 

inscriber [naqqa!sh] of outward appearance [#u!rat-i #uwar!],Ó writes Am!r Khusrow, Òdeclares ÔI 

have gilded [niga!shtam] humanityÕs shape and soul [naqsh-i insa!n ra! va nafs-i isha!n ra!] with the 

best of forms [kh( btari!n #u!rat]. This formÕs best adornment [bihtari!n a!ra!yish] is poetic speech 

[sukhan].Ó232 The surface on which Am!r Khusrow inscribes his poetry is rich with inscriptions, 

each of which suggest the imprint of order onto chaos. By contrast, prison poetryÕs sky is empty 

of verbal signs. Language is not the scaffolding for a compact between the creator and the 

created, as in Am!r Khusrow. No message is being transmitted, in spite of the search for 

expressivity that frames Kh!q!n"Õs poem. Prison poetics induces a relentless confrontation 

between a omnipotent but indifferent heaven and a helpless incarcerated creaturedom. Kh"q"n!Õs 

signless Kacba explicates for his readers the silence of the sky (falak) and of fate (r(zg"r ) as 

well. In prison poem three, the KacbaÕs silence extends to the entire created world. There is no 

                                                        
232 D!b"cha-Ôi ghurrat al-kam"l, 9. 
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migration of meanings for the commentator to attend to because the world when viewed from the 

prison cell is bare of signification. 

 Tropes indexing a universe that silently and signlessly peruses the strange spectacle of 

human life without intervening inspired in Muj!r verses akin in spirit to his masterÕs:  

!" !"#$%& !"#$ !"# !" !"# !"#  
!" !"# !"# !"! !"!"# !$ % !"#  

!"# !" !"# ! !"# !" !"#$ !" !"# !"#$  
!"# !" !" !" !"#$ !"# $% !"# !"#  

!" !"#$ !"#$%  !"#! !! !"#$%&!  
!"!" !" !" !"#$%  !"#$ !"# !"#  

!"#$ !"#$ !"#$% !" !"#$ ! "#!"#$  
!"# ! !!"# !"# !"! !"#"$ !"# 233 

 
No oneÕs hope will be realized in the world while it exists. 

No oneÕs heart will be healed so long as there is dust. 
What good can come of two-colored fate and the piebald sky? 

To the end, all that went badly was not wholly wrong. 
Who finds happinessÕ eternal abode? 

He who doesn't sever himself from the world. 
The world doesnÕt cease its treachery for anyone. 

Iron doesnÕt follow the path of alchemy for anyone. 
 
In both Kh!q!n"Õs and Muj"rÕs prison poems, the signless world is contrasted to a sign-suffused 

domain of human speech. Muj!rÕs text reveals how those who try to find meaning in chaos by 

seeking consolation in dust never find what they are searching for. Human language begins in 

rectitude (#aw"b) and culminates in error (kha!"). The error-prone teleology of the created world 

illustrates in these texts the resistance to signification that is a direct product of the prison poem.  

After comparing the sky to two signless Kacbas, Kh"q"n! insists that just by living, 

humans stake the entirety of their lives (dastkh(n) in foolish gambles, from which, given our 

shared mortality, we inevitably emerge as the loser. The sky will always emerge victorious when 

set against human desire. ÒWe arrive with two sixes. The sky sees only oneÓ (3:5) can be 

rendered more literally as ÒThe sky takes five and one, while we count our six-piece [d(shesh] 

                                                        
233 Muj!r al-D!n Baylaq"n!, D!w"n, 375. Also see Far#z"nfar, Sukhan va sukhanvar"n, 278-279. 
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twice.Ó Thus is the sky, and by extent the cosmos of human habitation, offered up as a dishonest 

gambling master who manipulates anyone he can and who inflicts suffering with impunity.  

The lines that follow intensify the contrast between the created world, and the arbitrary 

and impersonal power of those cosmic forces, inclusive of the patron-ruler-jailer, and the entire 

divine, hierarchically-sanctioned entelechy, who collude in incarcerating the blameless poet. 

Kh"q"n! compares himself to two animals known for their small proportions, the bird (murgh) 

and the ant (m(r ). He then reflects on the irony that such weak creatures would be imprisoned, 

given that they are powerless to decide battles and to win wars: 

!"#!! !"#$% &'( ) *"%    !"  
!"# $%&' $( )*+ ,+ -. /#  

!"#$ !"#! !" #$!!"# $!!"  
!"# $%! !"# $%& $'# ()  

(3: 7-8)  
 

I am a mute bird and a hungry ant. 
You think you can find somebody to imprison birds like me? 

How can one birdÕs song move an army? 
How can one antÕs trench decide a battle?  

 
The poetÕs rhetorical questions are followed by an inversion of the association between 

the poetÕs and the animalÕs worlds. In this prison poem, it is animals that prey on the poetÕs 

captive body. In a series of increasingly grotesque images, the poetÕs body is devoured by bees, 

snakes, and rabid dogs:  

!"# !"# $%&'( $)*+ ),%, -  
!"# $% &'(' ) *(+!!" !"#  

!" !" #$!! !"# $ %&' !"  
!"#$ !"# $%& '%() '*+ %( 

!!! !"# !"! ! "#$! !"#$%  
!"# $%&' () *+ ,%- ./ 01 

!" ! "#$%& '!! !"#$ !"# $%&  
 !"#! "#$ #% &!!"  !"#$%&  

!" !!!"#$ !"# $%& '(  
 !"# $%& $'!" !!!"# $%  

 (3: 9-13) 
 

A chaos of bees is buzzing. Who wants such rumbling? 
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My feet are bastinadoed with iron. 
The chains grip my legs like a snakeÕs mouth 

The narrow toothless mouth 
will prey on my two calves 

as a saw hacks off a fruit-laden branch  
in these chains in the teeth without a mouth all year. 

This iron becomes a rabid dog, 
wounding my entire legs. 

 
This onslaught of surrealism induces yet another reading of falak, a word that, as seen 

above, referred at once to the sky and Shirw"nÕs first prison poet. In this context, the most 

immediate signification for falak is as an instrument of torture. Mahmoud Omidsalar has 

described in detail the process through which the falak was administered: ÒThe victim would be 

made to lie down on his back, and his feet would be fastened to a pole 2-3 m long with a loop in 

the middleÉthe feet of the victim were put through the loop and the pole was twistedÉthen held 

up by two people, each of whom was holding one end of the pole, the agent of punishment would 

strike the souls of the victimÕs feet with sticks.Ó234 The illustrations provided by Jacfar Shahr! in 

his illustration of Q"j"r -period penal practices bear out OmidsalarÕs description in all its details 

(figures 5 and 6). Although state punishment had undergone many changes in the intervening 

centuries, these illustrations speak to the sorts of scenes Kh!q!n" wished to evoke with his 

double entendres. 

                                                        
234 M. Omidsalar, ÒFalaka,Ó EIr. Also see N. Najm!, Tehr"n-i cahd-i n"#ir!  (Tehr"n: cA!!ar, 1364/1985), 387-9, for 
further illustrations and descriptions of this practice. 
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(Figure 6) Q"j"r -period photograph of falak, in Jacfar Shahr!, T"r!kh-i ijtim" c!-yi Tehr"n dar qarn-i 
sizdahom (Tehr"n: MuÕasseseh-i Khadam"t-i Farhang!. No, 1367), 5: 402, fig. 79. 
 

 
(Figure 7) Q"j"r -period illustration of falak, in Jacfar Shahr!, T"r!kh-i ijtim" c!-yi Tehr"n, 5: 402, fig. 78. 

 
Omidsalar specifies that the punishment of falak was class-specific. In this respect, it 

resembled incarceration as envisioned by Alfonso X. Whether figurative or not, Kh!q!n"Õs 

description of the torture that was applied to him with a falak made of iron (falak ze "hanÕh") 
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corresponds closely to the existing sociological accounts. At the very moment when Kh!q!n"Õs 

poetics appear to be at their most historically grounded, the poetÕs text takes leave of reality. The 

chain that grips his legs become a snakeÕs mouth (dahan-i m"r ). The comparison between a 

chains and a snakeÕs mouth aptly conjures a voracious pair of lips sucking the life out of its 

victims, its lack of teeth merely intensifying the predatorÕs mute brutality.  

Other implications of the poetÕs fascination with serpentine imagery emerge when 

contextualized within the rich tradition of Islamic depictions of hell. One of the most widely 

disseminated sources for popular Islamic eschatology is the story cycle that narrates 

Mu!ammadÕs ascent to heaven. One version of this story cycle known as Khabar al-Micr" j 

(Story of the Ascent) and attributed Mu!ammadÕs kinsman Ibn cAbb"s but probably composed by 

the Egyptian 7sh"q b. Wahab in the ninth century, includes a journey through hell. In this work, 

the first of the seven floors (!abaq) of hell is populated by creatures with Òpig lipsÓ that writhe 

under the Òred-hot forks of demons, while serpents [al-! ayy"t] enter their mouths and eat their 

bodies from within.Ó235 The suffusion of serpents continues beneath the second floor, populated 

by those guilty of usury (al-rib" ). This group has mountain-like (k"mithal al- jeb"l) bellies so 

weighed down by serpents and scorpions (!a yy"t  wa caq"reb) that every time they stand, they 

fall on their faces. The transformation that occurs in prison poem number three from the chain to 

a rabid dog further recalls the pseudonymous text of Ibn cAbb"s, wherein the inmates of hell 

have the faces of dogs (wuj(h al -kil"b ). As with the prophet, Kh!q!n" descends into hell to a 

place where he fundamentally does not belong. Elsewhere in Kh!q!n"Õs corpus (specifically in 

                                                        
235 The Arabic text of the Leiden manuscript of this fragment was first edited and published with Spanish translation 
in Miguel As’n Palacios, La escatologia musulmana en la Divina Comedia4 (Madrid: Hiperion, 1984), 432Ð37 (433 
for citation given here). This is the version that, according to As’n Palacios, bears the strongest resemblance to 
DanteÕs La divina commedia. Serpentine imagery in Islamic depictions of hell is further detailed in Christian Lange, 
Justice, Punishment, and the Medieval Muslim Imagination, 150, 176.  
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the Christian qa$!da, discussed in chapter five), the poetÕs infernal descent is reversed through a 

theologically dense ascent that mimics the journey of Jesus. 

No less than three out of Kh!q!n"Õs canonical six prison poems deploy serpentine 

imagery to describe the poetÕs incarceration: prison poems two, three, and six. The serpentine 

imagery of prison poems three and six most clearly resonate with each other. Both reproduce the 

licit magic (si!r -i ! al"l ) that, together with the trope of boasting (fakhr), specifically marks 

Kh!q!n" an poetics and the poetry of incarceration composed from twelfth-century Shirw!n. Here 

is one instance:  

!!" !!!! ! "#!! !!!"#$ !" #$" #% &'()  
! "#$!! !!!!!" ! "#$ %&!! !"#! !"  
!"#$% !!! ! "#$% "#&' "()*!! !"#$%  

!"# !!$% &%' ()$* (+,-. /' 0!"! !"  
(6: 6-7) 

 
Did you see the serpent slithering in the grass? Now, in the cave, 

the snakeÕs grief is wrapped between the calf of grass and my staff. 
The dragon between the doorknob closed under my clothes. 

I fear this guard will become my dragon.  
 

Prison poem two pursues a serpentine effect by invoking a story from Ferdows!Õs 

Sh"hn"ma. Ferdows! narrates the transformation of the Arab villain 8 a!!"k , who kills his father 

Merdas and becomes king in his place, into a three-headed monster. To punish his crime, the 

sorcerer Ahriman makes two snake heads grow from his shoulders. These snakes are able to 

reproduce themselves endlessly, and therefore can never be killed. After he is defeated in battle 

by Far!d#n, 8 a!!"k  spends the remainder of his days in a cave with the hungry snakes feeding 

on his brain. Kh!q!n"Õs image also recalls the blood-red serpents that surge towards the shore to 

attack and ultimately suffocate NeptuneÕs high priest Laocoon and his sons in VirgilÕs Aeneid (2: 
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200-20). Kh!q!n"Õs graphic image figures the poetÕs eyes as Shayegan, the palace of the 

S"s"nian king Khusrow Parv!z (r. 590-628):236 

!"#  !"#$!" #$ %&!'!!  
!" #$% &'( )*!!"# !"#$%&  

!"#$ !"# $% &#! !"#$ %&  
!!! !"#$%& '#" ()*+ ,#- ./  

(2: 15-16) 
 

The snake of 8 a!!"k  stays on my feet,  
while from my eyelashes pour the treasures of Shayegan.  

My burning is like a fish in the pan as  
from these two snakes [of 8 a!!"k ] like an alligator, I rise. 

 
Following this figural descent into a serpentine hell, the poet intensifies the depiction of his 

suffering with an image alien to the Arabic traditions depicting hell. The snakeÕs toothless mouth 

suddenly metamorphoses into teeth without a mouth (dand"n-i b! dah"n). These teeth saw off 

the branches of a fruit-laden tree, probably the khurm"  fruit, native to Azerbaijan.237 And then, 

just as suddenly, the saw morphs into a rabid dog (sag-i d!v"neh), his teeth bared as he feasts on 

the fleshly legs of our innocent poet.  

The crucial shift in this poem is the movement from the hellish serpentine imagery of a 

toothless mouth (dahan-i b! dand"n) to the more properly poetic image of a mouthless set of 

teeth (dand"n b! dah"n). Apart from its imagistic quality, this poetic inversion plays on the 

relation between sentience and suffering. Inasmuch as a toothless mouth is still capable of 

articulation, sentient speech lies within its discursive domain. By contrast, mouthless teeth are 

mute and skeletal, non-sentient objects that kill and inflict suffering while lacking the capacity to 

comprehend their actions. Kh!q!n"Õs mouthless teeth anticipate cAwf!Õs association of the 

aesthetics of incarceration with the readerÕs incapacity to bring his upper and lower lips together. 

                                                        
236 Sajj"d!, Farhang-i lugh"t, 1: 896. 
237 The sawing procedure described in prison poem two is specific to the khurm" fruit.  
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As shown earlier in this chapter, the capacity to induce bewildered silence was for cAwf! one of 

the defining characteristics of the prison poem. 

The muteness induced by the prison poem is a problem for theology as much as for 

literature. More than any other prison poet, Kh"q"n! was intellectually prepared to directly 

confront the quandary of the suffering of sentient but innocent creatures, including himself. 

Although by no means entirely new, this problem was brought into greater focus by 

redistributions of sovereignty in the twelfth-century Eastern Islamic world. In prison poem three, 

the poet resolves in his imagination to go to the other side ("ns( ; 3:14), far from his prison cell, 

knowing full well that such feats were possible only in the discursive space of poetry. In his 

imagination, Kh"q"n! travels so far that the spectatorÕs eyes must exert themselves to view him. 

In moving towards closure, the poet then attributes to himself the capacity to illuminate all that is 

hidden from the world by the sky (har che penh"n parde-! falak).  

!" !"#"$! !"#$% &'( %)  
!"# $%# &'( )# *+!"( ,-$ 

!" !"#$ %&'($ )* ! !"# $%&  
!"#"$ %&! !"# $%&'(  

!"# ! "#!! ! ""#$! %& '!!  
! "#$"%!! !"# $%&'(#  

!" ! " #$%&' ()!! !!!"#$%  
 !" #$%!"# $%&#%' ()*+  

(3: 14-17) 
 

Kh"q"n! leaves this sky. He goes to another side 
so far that the eyes can barely see. 

Kh"q"n! illumines every hidden curtain from the sky. 
Kh"q"n!Õs problem will not be resolved from this or that. 

The creator alone can resolve his problem. 
Although Kh!q!n"  has more enemies than sand, 

death will bury them all. 
 

In the very instant when the poet asserts his helplessness (not incidentally recalling here 

Falak!Õs prison poem that inaugurated the aesthetics of incarceration of the Shirw"n school), he 

informs his readers, prepared to assent to the conceit of the poetÕs weakness, that the cosmos is 
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on his side. All Kh"q"n!Õs enemies, who are more numerous than sand (r!sh), will be buried by 

death. Such prophecies may seem, if not the product of wishful thinking, then at least 

unsustained by the lines preceding the conclusion. Has not Kh"q"n! just powerfully evoked the 

disjuncture between his incarcerated condition and celestial indifference? Has he not just 

announced, speaking fully within the conventionalized aesthetics of incarceration as practiced by 

Masc#d Sacd and Falak!, that fate (r(zg"r ) is against him, and cited as proof the intensity of his 

sufferings in prison? If not an arbitrary cosmos, what in fact drives the poetÕs fate?  

To come to terms with the tension generated by the poetÕs insistence on his helplessness 

and his assertion of poetic sovereignty, we must reflect on the performative function of the 

panegyric qa$!da within medieval Islamic literary cultures. Writing within the discursive 

universe of the qa$!da allowed, and even required, the prison poem to make many counterfactual 

and fundamentally implausible statements. According to the political aesthetics of incarcerated 

as pioneered in Lahore and Shirw"n, there was no need to establish the realizability of the poetÕs 

stated desires. The power of the prison poem lay in its ability to constitute itself as a critique of 

material sovereignty. The effectiveness of such critiques depended more on the poetÕs 

intelligence and imagination than on his access to the material resources of political sovereignty.  

More importantly than power in the conventional sense commanded by the caliphs and 

later the sultans, the imaginationÕs capacity to conjure counterfactual possibilities through 

prophecy shaped the prison poemÕs reception and guaranteed this genre a perpetual and intensely 

devoted audience. Kh!q!n"Õs signless Kacba indicates among other things that the sovereignty of 

prison poetry is elucidated in the kingdom of the imagination. Prison poetryÕs heavily mediated 

relation to the political realm means that this genre can be generated formally, thematically and 
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discursively wherever the poet finds himself, whether in freedom or captivity. The flexibility of 

the prison poetÕs imaginationÑ specifically its capacity to rewrite the signifying order of the 

world and to invert power relationsÑ is this genreÕs defining feature. Hence the necessity of 

understanding the prison poemÕs mediation of the qa!"da form through its mastery of lyric 

discourse, of its revision of the form/discourse dichotomy through a manipulation of the theme 

of imprisonment. Hence also the needfulness of coming to terms with prison poetsÕ verbal 

appropriations of Salj#q and Ghaznavid sovereignty.  
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Chapter 4 
 

PRISON POETRYÕS LICIT MAGIC 
 

In examining the lyric cosmology promulgated in Kh!q!n" Õs prison poetry, the preceding 

chapter focused on the confrontation between imprisoned poets seeking certainties in a world of 

chaos and a silent cosmos. In the texts adduced thus far, the keynote has been the imprisoned 

poetÕs helplessness, which is both a function of his incarcerated condition and of the overall 

weakness of poetic speech when faced with material sovereignty. The remaining chapters plot a 

different way of reading the prison poem: not as testimony to imprisoned poetÕs helplessness, but 

rather as evidence of his poetic sovereignty.  

This chapter focuses on the dialectic between prophetic and poetic gifts by way of 

demonstrating the sacred origins of the poetic utterance. PoetryÕs licit magic eludicates the 

political implications of poetryÕs vatic power. Chapter five applies this subject to a close reading 

of Kh!q!n"Õs Christian qa$!da, and concludes by considering the demise of the prison poem, and 

the role played by the poetics of ruins in shifting the temporal discourse of literature onto a realm 

that could not be touched by political sovereignty. Chapter six, the final chapter of this 

dissertation, reads the two major works of political theory in relation to the twelfth century 

aesthetics of incarceration and the shift away from material sovereignty. Before turning to these 

multiple areas of inquiry, which take us beyond the literary artifact as such, we linger in this 

chapter over the texts that contributed to the reassertion of poetryÕs prophetic capacities, and 

which adapted an old pre-Islamic theme for a medieval and post-Caliphal world.  

POETRY, MAGIC , PROPHESY  
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I cut therewith the sinews of thy feet, and they were severed, and 
after my satire [al-hij! Õ] had sped thou hadst no more power to rise; 
I smote thee with notable verses, full of strange startling words, a 

blow thou didst cower beneath, and thy heart was well-nigh dead.238 
 

Thus writes cAb!d ibn al-Abra$ (born c. 500), full of faith in the power of his verse. He was 

addressing his formidable rival Imru al-Qay$, who produced equally stirring verses that 

impressed on his audience the importance of his poetry. Like Kh!q!n" centuries later, cAb!d ibn 

al-Abra$ saw his satire as a weapon in the battle for poetic sovereignty. Centuries of QurÕ!nic 

and post-QurÕ!nic reflection on the uses and dangers of poetry helped to make this discourse 

more sophisticated and elaborate, but the basic tension between poetry and prophecy remained 

constant. As this tension helped to constitute the prison poem, it is worth exploring here by 

tracing what is referred to in the Persian tradition as licit magic (si!r -i !al"l ).  

The necromancer (sa!i r) hardly holds a position of prestige in traditional Islamic thought. 

Like his mŽtier, magic (si!r) , he is assigned a subterranean existence, unsanctioned by authority 

and forbidden by doctrine. The QurÕ"n is unambiguous: H"r#t and M"r#t, the angels who made 

magic available to humans, were sent by God to the earth where they committed every kind of 

iniquity and were punished by having their feet suspended in a well in Babylon (cf. QurÕ"n 

2:102). Equally forbidding are the passages in shar!ca and had!th that sanction retaliation against 

those who engage in divination. Ibn 3 anbal instructs the pious to Òkill every magician 

[sa!i r]Ó.239 Another authority, al-Tirmi&h!, specifies as the punishment (! add) of the magician 

(sa!i r) decapitation by the sword.240 Ab# Muslim and al-Bukh"r! list magic (si!r ) among the 

                                                        
238 The Div"ns of cAb!d Ibn Al-Abra#, of Asad and 'Am!r Ibn A0-/ ufail, of '1m!r Ibn &a'#a'ah, Trans. and Ed. Charles 
Lyall (London: Luzac & Co., Gibb Memorial Series, 1913), poem X; vv. 16-17, p. 35. 
239 Ibn 3 anbal, i, 190-1. Had!th citations in notes 239-241 are taken from, T. Fahd, ÒSi!r,Ó EI2. 
240 Al -Tirmi&h!, !ud"d , 27. 
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seven sins that, together with idolatry (shirk), murder, robbing orphans, usury, apostasy, and the 

slandering of faithful women, merit death.241  

While these traditional examples suggest a uniformly negative attitude to magic across 

the archives of Islamic thought, they are balanced by a wealth of positive allusions in twelfth-

century Persian poetry, especially prison poetry, to the licit magic that constitutes poetic 

discourse. Whereas, according to J.C. BŸrgel, we find Òlittle religious poetry of real importance 

written in Arabic, most of the great Arabic poetry being nonreligious or even outspokenly 

pagan,Ó242 twelfth-century Persian prison poetry appropriated religionÕs discursive instruments. 

In the literary archive of incarceration from Lahore to Shirw"n, si!r  functions as a figurative 

crucible through which poetic meaning had to pass before it became poetic discourse (sukhan).   

In his masterful study of the medieval Islamic literary imagination, BŸrgel identified two 

strategies for the medieval Islamic poet seeking validation for his craft. The first was to rely on a 

narrow body of traditions adduced by Ibn Rash!q in his Al-cUmda (Foundation) and al-Jurj!n" in 

DalaÕil al-Icj!z  (Grounds of Inimitability) that claimed that the Prophet took no issue with 

poetryÕs famed untruthfulness and that he employed poets to propagate the QurÕ"nic message.243 

The second strategy, most popular with Persian and Arabophone Persian poets, was to transform 

the non-Islamic and even anti-Islamic concept of magic into a discourse that could be assimilated 

to a sacral system. The result of this process was a new celebration of licit magic (si!r -i !al"l ). 

The third strategy was to treat poetry as intrinsically reconcilable with QurÕ"nic teachings. 

However, as BŸrgel notes, this third strategy could only be sustained by poets who actively 

                                                        
241 Ab# Muslim, Im"n, 144; al-Bukh"r!, Wa#"y" , 23. Also see Jane I. Smith and Yvonne Y. Haddad, The Islamic 
Understanding of Death and Resurrection (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1981), 23. 
242 J. Christoph BŸrgel, The Feather of Simurgh (New York: New York UP, 1988), 54. 
243 BŸrgel, Ò ÔDie beste Dichtung ist die lŸgenreichsteÕ. Wesen und Bedeutung eines literarischen Streites des 
arabischen Mittelalters im Lichte komparatistisher Betrachtung,Ó Oriens 23 (1974): 7-102. 
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engaged Persian mysticism or Andalusian Neoplatonism, and was therefore demographically 

negligible.244 Although these three forms of reconciliation reinforced each other and thus cannot 

be neatly segregated, they help to schematize the paths open to poets pursuing poetic sovereignty 

in the medieval Islamic world. The present chapter considers how licit magicÕs prophetic 

implications structured prison poetryÕs contributions to twelfth-century Persian literary culture.  

One of the earliest presentations of licit magic in the Persian tradition occurs in a qa!"da 

of Masc!d SacdÕs wherein the poet claims a discursive primacy for poetry in explicit contrast 

with the political power wielded by his patron. The qa!"da begins with an inclusive description of 

his craft:  

!"#$% &' %( )*+ &,- . /0- 12!"#$" %  
!"#$% $&' ( )*' +($%# ,- !"#." #$% 

!"#$ %& '($ ) %*$ +', -.) /01 23 
!"#$%& '( )*+ , !"- %& ./01 , 231 45245  

 
If it is right to boast of oneÕs poetry and prose, 

today, I will be the one to claim my poetry and prose. 
My poetry and prose will never be less. 

My poetry and prose are pearls and my nature is a sea. 
 

Masc!d Sacd follows his boast concerning both poetry and prose (na!m o nathr) with the 

assertion that his poetry may not attain fame in his lifetime. His poetry abides by a temporality 

extrinsic to the sultanÕs material power:  

!"# $% &'( &)* +,-# +./( !"#$%  
 !"#$% &' ()* % !"$ !+, -./0$ 123 45 

 
Do not be surprised if my poetry is unknown. 

Their natures are shallow. My poetry is sanctified. 
 

                                                        
244 BŸrgel, Feather of Simurgh, 56 
245 Masc!d Sacd, D!w"n, 1: 74, qa!"da 26, vv. 12. 
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Then, suddenly, we are confronted with a startling image, which is at once a metaphysical query 

and an argument for poetryÕs autonomy from the coarse materiality of everyday life. After 

asserting his primacy over his would-be critics who cannot gauge his genius, the poet declares:  

!"# $%& '()(* + ,- ."/0 12 !""#$  
!"#$% &' ()* + !,-. /)0 123 456 &% 

 
Even eyes of judgment and truth will not discern me. 

Where is my position and honor in the [worldÕs] intellect? 

This declaration is followed by another rhetorical question given even more paradoxical form:  

!" #$% !"#$  !"#$ % &'( )*%+ !,*+-.  
 ! "# $%&' ()*+,!246 !"#$%&#' ()* +,  

 
When the sun is lucid and sublime, 
how can a blind man see the sun? 

 
The blind eyes belong to those who cast judgment on the poet. Meanwhile, the poet equates his 

literary gifts with the sun (kh(rsh!d) and implicitly with God, whose location in the worldÕs 

intellect cannot be assayed, so expansive is his reach. The sunÕs illumination (rawshan), earlier 

in this archive aligned with the ruler in Conduct of Kings (discussed in chapter six), is here 

aligned with the poetÕs supernatural genius and contrasted with the material power of the poetÕs 

critics. The remainder of this lengthy qa$!da (thirty-eight hemistiches) transfers power away 

from vision and onto language. An array of rhetorical terms are applied to a variety of 

phenomena, including but not limited to poetry, from na!m and nathr (poetry and prose), bad!c 

(figure), mathal (example), qi##ah (story), and most importantly for our purposes, si!r -i !al"l , 

the licit magic of which poetic creation partakes. When Masc!d Sacd speaks of licit magic, he 

suggests that its power will not be discerned by his auditors. Instead of recognizing the divine 

sparks emitted by his words, the poetÕs listeners will perceive only childÕs speech:  

                                                        
246 I read !"   for  !"   (v. 9). 
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! "#$%&'( ')&!"#$% &' ()* &+  
!"#$%& ' ()*+ ,+ %-. /01*2$ 314 56 

 
If I perform licit magic for them they will say:  

his speech was incomplete and infantile.  
 

Masc!d Sacd launches into a defense of his vocation on quasi-religious grounds, claiming that he 

can be judged by God alone (bar man ke az khod" qa$"st) and affirming that his righteous 

beliefs will prevail even in a world where the sun grows cold. Another conditional clause opens 

the poetÕs reassertion of doctrinal superiority to his critics:   

 !"# $%& %' ()%*+!"#$% &' #()*+  
!"#$ %$#& &'()*# +%,-. &,/ 0'1 2247  

 
No matter if it rains fire on my head from the sky, 

I wonÕt abandon my location. My creed [ictiq"d] is just. 
 

The poet them returns to the patronage matrix, without which his qa$!da could not exist, by 

dressing incarceration in the raiment of praise. The poet assigns to himself the vocation of 

praising the ruler, but his opaque language allows for multiple interpretations. Consider the 

multiple associations of gawhar (jewel), each of which conceals an ambivalent valence:  

!"# $%& '() '* +, -./0 1, 23 $4 $%& 
!"#$% &'(" )' *+ ,-./ '0 )' 12 #$% 

 
I will give my jewels to him who deserves them. 

I sing the praises of he who deserves praise. 
 

Without the second hemistich, the first would possess a different meaning. For it is only when 

we observe the poet praise his patron that we can perceive the motivations behind his earlier 

statements. ÒJewel-eaterÓ evokes Ma!m"d  of GhaznaÕs son, also named Ma!m"d , and who is 

here endowed with an array of sovereign titles: am!r, gh" z!, and p"dish"h. Anticipating Kh!q!n", 

the poet concludes with a paean to his own poetry and a citation (ta$m!n) of his teacherÕs words:  

!" #$%& '%()*+ ), -"%& ./012 

                                                        
247 Masc!d Sacd, D!w"n, 1: 85. 
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 !" #$% &' ( )*+ ,-. !" !/0 &'!"#$%&  
!"#$ %&'(% )* +',- .$ /&01( )2&3 

!"#$%&' () *+&+# ,-.'/$ (0!"#$  
!"# $% &'()* +,- ./0% 123 4,05 67 03: 

Ç !"#$% &'() !"$* +, &-.* /01 23 45"È 
 

His name is worthy of my rare poems. 
I apply them like a sign on my door, and an inscription on my clothes. 

When I speak this qa$!da, I demonstrate my faith. 
As I was completing this poem  

Lab!b! the poet-king said: ÒPoetic discourse [sukhan]  
that imparts order must be upright and justÓ. 

 
Masc!d Sacd here appropriates the words of his teacher Lab!b!248, as if to disassociate himself 

from the cUn$ur!-style panegyrics of the prior generation of court poetry:  

!"#$ %&' ( ")* +$ ,-./( 012 3).4* 
!"#$%&'( )#* +,-.( / 01%( 234 5* 
!"#$ %& '( )#*+ ,-./ ,-./ '( 01 %& 

!"#$% &'( )( !"#$% &' () * !"#$% &  
!"#$ %&'() *+) ,#+-. / !*012 3045 
!"#$ %&'(" )*" +,*-. )/&01 2345 

 
ItÕs a small qa$!da, but big in power and virtues, 

concise in words [laf*] but rich in meaning [macn!]. 
Every expert in poetry knows that  

every distich of this qa$!da is brilliance. 
Just ask Masc!d Sacd Salm!n for a qa$!da like this. 
Such is the righteousness of Masc!d SacdÕs qa$!das. 

 
The very minuteness of the poetÕs verse marks its moral advantage over the grandiose displays of 

Ma!m"d  of Ghazna and his successors. Alien to jewels (gawhar) and other royal pomposities, 

this aesthetic is articulated instead through small, seemingly trivial nuances: naqsh (inscription) 

and dib" (adornment). These minor tones and mute colors provide an alternative to the gaudy 

displays of royal patrons whose aesthetic cannot absorb the verbal delicacy (la0if-i alf" *) that, 

according to Wa!w!", characterizes Masc!d SacdÕs prison poems.  

Already at the turn of the twelfth century, Masc!d Sacd associated his brand of poetry 

with licit magic. As the first poet in the Persian tradition to programmatically insist on the 

                                                        
248 The entry on Lab!b! in Dehkhod"Õs Lughatn"meh confirms that Lab!b! was Masc!d SacdÕs teacher. 
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autonomy of the imagination, Masc!d Sacd initiated the transformation of Persian poetry via 

prison poetics. He did not however bring this transformation to its conclusion. The second 

moment in the transformation of the prison poem and its concomitant impact on the semantic 

field of si!r  would have to wait for the introduction of prison poetry to Shirw"n.  

Signs of the Cross: Kh"q"n# of Shirw"n  

Masc!d Sacd Salm!n and Kh!q!n" Shirw!n" shared a commitment to establishing the 

autonomy of poetry in the context of patron relations through crafting a new literary genre to 

register the experience of incarceration. Both poets wrote from peripheries, far from the 

metropolitan centers of Ghazna, N!sh"p#r, and Baghdad. Both sought through their sophisticated 

genre innovations to insert themselves into Persian literary history. But, as Akimushkina notes in 

her anatomy of the prison poem, certain poetic effects incipient in the genre could only be 

activated after the prison poemÕs transference to Shirw"n.249 Kh!q!n"Õs contemporary Ni#!m", 

who wrote in nearby Ganja, bears witness to the possibilities opened by licit magic during this 

period:250 

!"#$ %&' ()*+ ,- ./01 
!"#$ %#$& '(!" )*+, 

!"#$% &#'( )*+ ,-+ ./ 
!"#$ %&' ()* +,)-#. 

!"#$% &' ()*+& ,#-./ 
!"#$% &'(% )* +,-+ 

 
It is of lawful magic that I speak. 

Everybody who rejects my magic will be damned  
I am so complete in the magic of poetry  

that my name will be known forever. 
The sword of my tongue is so suffused correct speech  
resembles the secret miracle [mucjiz] of the Messiah.   

 

                                                        
249 Akimushkina, Zhanr Habsiyyat, 34. 
250 Layl"  and Majn(n, ed. )m!n B"b"yi Pan"h, 35. 
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Deeply sensitized to literatureÕs discursive alchemy, Kh"q"n! infused the licit magic motif into 

poems such as the following:    

!" !#$ %&'( )*+,- )'./.0 123 4* 
!"#$%&' (% )*+ ,+ -(./ &01234 

!"#$ %&' ()*+,' &- ./ 012 ,34 
!"#$%&'($ ) *+,($ -.% /01 234251  

 
From my dry nature you will not find poetry more moist  

Who can find a water-lily in a mirage?  
If they measure my licit magic against superstition,  

itÕs like joining Ab# Lahab and cAl!.   
 

Ab# Lahab is the most notorious skeptic of early Islamic history. The uncle of prophet, he 

refused to convert to Islam, and was therefore cursed in s#ra al-Masad (Q. 111) as someone who 

would be tortured in hell. Ab# Lahab was additionally one of the few non-Prophetic personalities 

referenced by name in the QurÕ"n.252 In contrasting the addresseeÕs confirmed infidelity to the 

poetÕs putative sanctity, attested by his command of licit magic, Kh"q"n! proposes a hierarchy of 

knowledge that privledges poetry. Far from reproducing the old system that regarded magic as 

suspect, Kh"q"n! positively aligns magic with the prison poem. He further contrasts poetry to its 

non-poetic mundane counterpart: the failed attempt to discern a water lily (n!l(far ) in a mirage 

(sar"b). Further, licit magic is profoundly and consistently linked to poetryÕs discursive authority 

wherever it is deployed. These Persian examples in turn converge with the new modalities of 

selfhood that reverberated across the twelfth-century medieval world.253  

The most striking instance of Kh"q"n!Õs deployment of licit magic occurs not in a qa$!da 

but in a fragment (qi!ceh) commemorating the death of caliph al-Muqtaf! (r. 1136-1160) and the 

                                                        
251 Kh"q"n!, D!w"n, 329. 
252 Colin Turner, ÒAb# Lahab,Ó The QurÕan, 9.  
253 For the European side of the twelfth-century discovery of the self, the classic text is Charles Homer HaskinsÕ 
Renaissance of the Twelfth Century (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1927). More recently, see Robert W. Hanning, The 
Individual in the Twelfth-Century Romance (New Haven: Yale UP, 1977), and Colin Morris, The Discovery of the 
Individual 1050-1200 (New York: Harper & Row, 1972), and the thought provoking overview in Carol Walker 
Bynum, ÒDid the Twelfth Century Discover the Individual?Ó Journal of Ecclesiastical History 31 (1980): 1-17.  
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succession of his son al-Mustanjid (r. 1160-1170) to the throne. In Sajjad!Õs edition of Kh"q"n!Õs 

d!w"n, this qi!ceh is prefaced by a heading, added presumably by a later copyist, stating that it 

was composed during a journey to Baghdad (d"r al -khil"feh), from which location the poet sent 

it elsewhere, probably to his hometown, Shirw"n.254 This information concerning both the textÕs 

provenance and its genre status as a qi!ceh provides a clue as why this poem plays a central role 

in mediating the aesthetics of incarceration, a point made especially evident by the final poem in 

this chapter, Kh!q!n"Õs qa$!da on the ruins of Mad"Õin.   

The alteration in the opening (nas!b) section of the qi!ceh (vv. 1-2), between al-Muqtaf! 

and al-Mustanjid, the two caliphs who provide the raison dÕ•tre for this poem, makes sense when 

one takes account of the dual task the author faced. In the first instance, Kh!q!n" was required to 

lament the passing of al-Muqtaf!, who had reigned for nearly a quarter of a century. In the 

second instance, he was duty-bound to celebrate the succession to the throne of his son, al-

Mustanjid. These imperatives were mutually exclusive, inasmuch as the ÒtragedyÓ of the first 

caliphÕs passing enabled the second caliphÕs succession. Had Kh!q!n" erred either by grieving 

too profoundly over the passing of the former caliph and thereby neglected to commemorate the 

succession of his son or by failing to pay his respects to the deceased caliph through excessive 

delight at his sonÕs succession, he would have failed to achieve his goal. The text therefore treads 

a narrow passage between elegy (marthiya) and panegyric (mad!! ), as seen already in the distich 

that opens the poem by invoking the two caliphs simultaneously. Of relevance especially to the 

account of the transference of sovereignty from the ruler to the poet detailed in chapter six is the 

                                                        
254  ! "#$ %&'( )*+, )-./ 01$ )213( 4( %31& $5 )6789$ 5$& :;< %$5 5& =4+# >/'(!"#$%&'   For this citation and the text of the poem 
that follows, see Kh"q"n!, D!w"n, 897-8. 
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poetÕs insistence that the reign of al-Muqtaf! and al-Mustanjid have equally been divinely-

ordained, or, as he phrases it, Òinscribed on the skyÓ: 

 !"# $%&'( )*!"#$% &'( !"#$%  
!"#$% &' ()*+,- ./0 (-012 !"# $  

 
At the same time that the text of Muqtaf!Õs age is inscribed on the sky  

MustanjidÕs sign ["y" t] will be written on its page. 
 

In both mi$r"cs cited above, the poet strives to impart a sense of magnitude to the events that 

have transpired, without placing the two rulers in competition with each other. In the mi$r"cs 

immediately following, the poet alternates metonymically between al-Muqtaf! and al-Mustanjid, 

without naming either one:  

!"# $% &'() #* +,- .-/0 120 34 
!"# $%& '()*+ ,-. /0 12 34+%5 

 
At the same time that eternityÕs shadow covers the true morning of [Muqtaf!Õs] faith  

 [MustanjidÕs] shadowed throne comes after the morning sun.  
 

By the third distich, the poet has ceased lamenting the passing of al-Muqtaf! and moved to 

concentrating exclusively on the new reign inaugurated by the succession of al-Mustanjid. He 

compares the new caliphÕs power to the sunÕs rays, so radiant that they melt the snow on the 

mountain, which in turn trickles like sweat on the skin of a fever-stricken patient:  

!"# $# %&'() *+ ,-./ 01 %&'() 0+ 
!" #$%& '( )'*+ ,- ./0 123 4(56!"  

 
[MustanjidÕs] arrow flies like sun rays from the cloud.  

Fever flows from the mountainÕs skin.  
 

Al -Muqtaf! has disappeared from the scene, but his regal aura has not, and the power wielded by 

the court has, if anything, increased. Divinely-sanctioned power continues to be implied by the 

movement of the sun, which sent the caliph into the world, and inscribed beneficent messages on 

the sky. Kh!q!n" details the path followed by the sunÕs light in its journey across al-MustanjidÕs 
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kingdom, including the moment when the sun sent the caliphÕs vizier N#r al-D!n. The meaning 

of the vizierÕs first name, light, is exploited by the poet in the following lines:  

!"# $%"& '( )* +,- $. $%"& $. /& 
!"#$ %"&'( )"&*+' ,-. !"#$ 
!"#$% &'( )& *+, '- ./012 !, !"# $  

!"#$% &'( )* +, -./01 201 !"#3 
 

When the king arrived in the four corners of his domain,  
the sun sent light [=N#r al-D!n] as an example of light.  

The sun turned the airÕs pages into gold.  
The statueÕs pen wrote about him like the light.   

 
This narrative is interrupted by a startling image that speaks to the very core of prison poem 

poetics: the cross. More than any other image, the cross determines the architectonics of the 

medieval Persian literature of incarceration. At varying junctures in the poetÕs d!w"n, the cross 

corresponds to a windowpane, to human physiognomy, and to a cartographic representation of 

the world, in addition to its most obvious association with the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. In this 

qi!ceh commemorating the death of al-Muqtaf! and the succession of al-Mustanjid, the cross is 

the sign made by the sky when confronted with stars that fade with the approach of the morning 

sun.  

If nothing else, v. 7 powerfully conveys the poetÕs lyric cosmology, which here involves 

a comparison between the twinkling of the stars to this same patient encountered above in the 

throes of an epileptic fit. Mindful of the popular association between a epilepsy (#arc) and the 

spirit world, the poet notes how the sunÕs rays make the sign of the cross in order to ward off evil 

sprits:  

!"#$ %&'()& '$ *+,-. !/0 /1 2-3 
!"# $%  !"#$ %&' () *"+,-" ./0) 1"2255  

                                                        
255 The translation employs here a degree of poetic license, inasmuch as I have not translated the phrase Òwood of 
the cross (ca(d-i #al!b),ÕÕ which is important for its intertext with v. 43 of Kh!q!n"Õs Christian qa$!da (cited below). 
Also compare the discussion of the cross-shape here with v. 90 of the Christian qa$!da. 
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The sky makes the sign of the cross 
over the stars, gasping towards an epileptic death.  

 
Without having abandoned the panegyric framework, the poet has shifted the grounds of qa$!da 

poetics. It is not for nothing that this text was marked by copyists as having been composed in a 

fit of inspiration (bad!heh). For, although written to honor momentous events in the life of two 

cAbb"sid political luminaries, the keynote of this text is not the patron-poet relation. Kh!q!n" 

uses the passing of one caliph and the succession of another as a pretext for celebrating his own 

poetic genius. Attending to this textÕs metapoetics helps to account for its suffusion with 

rhetorical imagery and for its obsession with the lexicon of inscription. Kh!q!n" draws on 

Masc#d SacdÕs precedent while anticipating the inward turn in his well-known qa$!da on the ruins 

of Mad"Õin. Like the qi!ceh commemorating the sucession of al-Mustanjid, the Mad"Õin qa$!da 

presents itself as a qi!ceh improvised on the spur of the moment while traveling through 

Baghdad. Additionally, it relates licit magic (si!r -i !al"l ) to sovereign power:   

!"# $%& '()*+, #,- '& '.,/0 123 /4 
!"# $%&'( )* +,%'- .+/* 0"' 

 !"# $%&'!"#$ !"# $% & '() !"#$  
!"# $%& '()*+ ,-./ '0 123456 '7 

 
When the messenger returns from Baghdad,  
he will convey my greetings to the throne.  

Lament! The momentÕs haste doesnÕt let me  
praise the caliph with [my] licit magic [si!r -i !al"l ].  

  
Although the poet pays lip service to his appointed task of praising the caliph with his licit 

magic, the qi!ceh commemorating the sucession of al-Mustanjid concludes in the same 

introspective register that marks Kh!q!n"Õs greatest prison poems, for it is not ultimately the 

caliph whom the poet seeks to praise, and praise is not in the end the ideology driving his poem. 

As the final two bayts of this qi!ceh (vv. 11-12) make clear by departing from the courtly context, 

the burden of Kh!q!n"an poetics is born by the poet himself: 
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! "# $%&'( )* + ,-.( "# $/01 )*!"  
!" #$% &" !!"#$ %& ' ()* +& ,- %& (.&  

!" #$%&' ()*+ ,- .$+ /0$ 1$ (*2324 
!! !" #$%& #$%&! !"#$ !"#$ #%  

 
Sometimes you rejoice from ignorance. Sometimes you grieve from thinking. 

Nothing will come of forever oscillating between these. 
Kh!q!n"! Leave this two-forked path:  

either life of the mind or a life of ignorance.   
 

The qi!ceh commemorating the succession of caliph Mustanjid demonstrates the 

importance of licit magic and of the architectonics of the cross to Kh!q!n"an poetics. But 

Kh"q"n!Õs most explicit linkage of prophecy to poetry, which intensifies the significance of the 

cross imagery, his claim to the title poet-prophet, and which elucidates the importance of licit 

magic, occurs in the context of literary rivalry between himself and the poet Ath!r al-D!n 

Akhsikat! (d. 1211). Ath!r al-D!n travelled all the way from Turkest"n to Shirw"n with the 

intention of visiting Kh"q"n!, who had already attained fame far beyond his hometown. When he 

stayed with the Salj#q Sult"n Arsal"n b. Tughrol on the way to Shirw"n, his host proposed an 

epistolary dual between the two poets.256 Kh"q"n!Õs reply sustains the prophetic idiom that drove 

such appropriations:  

! "#$% &' "()*% +*% !"#! !" !!"  
!"# $% &'() *+', *) -.(/0 $1" 
!"#$ %&%' ()*+ "#! ,- ").!/01 
!" #$"% #$"% & '(!" )&* )&* +,!"  

! "# $%&!"!"# $%# &'() *+,- .  
!"#$ %&'( %)* +#,-. %&'/0$ +1 

!"#$# %!"#$ %& '()*# +,-.& )/ +0  
!"!"#$ %&'()* +,-. !/& 012 34 56 

!"#$ "%&'( )*+#, )-./ 01, 
!"#$ %&'( )* +,-$. /01 234$ 56257 

 
My name is inscribed by the wisdom of my pen. 

Speech [sukhan] accompanies the eloquence [bay"n] of my imagination. 

                                                        
256 D!w"n of Ath!r al-D!n Akhsikat!. British Museum. or. 268, 180a-Ie. This conflict is discussed in Rifaqatullah 
Khan, ÒLife of Khaqani,Ó Indo-iranica 12.2 (1959): 38. 
257 Kh"q"n!, Diw"n,  754-5.  cAbb"s Qul! Agha Quds!  [Bakikhanov], Gulist"n-i Iram (Tehr"n: Asn"d va Khadam"t-i 
Pazhuheshi), 260-261. As a text that sums up a millennium-old textual tradition, Gulist"n-i Iram is the Azeri-Persian 
equivalent of Mu!ammad 3 usain )z"dÕs Urdu 1b-i + ay"t. 
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By Him who makes the world turn, 
This era is mine. This time is mine. 

In the drought-year of speech, I am the Joseph of Time. 
As my tongue satiates those hungry for speech, 

I have nothing to fear from the gibberish of idiots 
My peer has yet to appear in the world. 

I am the poetsÕ prophet in the revelation of meanings [wah!-yi mac"n!]. 
The miracle of speech [sukhan] today consists in my eloquence [bay"n]. 

 
As if testifying to the impact of the poetÕs attempt to mark himself as a prophet, these verses 

were cited in Gulist"n-i Iram, a nineteenth century local history of Shirw"n and Daghestan 

composed by cAbb"s Quli Agha Bakikhanov. Kh"q"n!Õs pride as a poet seems oddly congruous 

with, and even contingent on, his pride in being incarcerated. Taking advantage of his deep 

learning in the Islamic sciences, Kh"q"n! plays on the complex field of associations in Arabic 

and Persian for poetic discourse (sukhan), a basic condition for licit magic. Whereas many 

Persian poets claimed sukhan (poetic speech) as their birthright, few aligned their genius with the 

more elevated, and implicitly QurÕ"nic, bay"n (eloquence, lucidity). Kh"q"n! ascribes both to 

himself, making his sukhan his bay"n and his bay"n his sukhan. In line of such verses, the title 

that 7m"m Majd al-D!n Khal!l conferred on Kh"q"n!Ñ ÒSovereign of the Kingdom of Speech 

[t"jd"r -i mamlikat-i sukhan]ÓÑ corroborates the poetÕs own self-presentation.258  

Through its engagement with the theology of prophecy, Kh!q!n"Õs poem crystallizes the 

basic innovations of twelfth-century Persian poetry produced on Islamic peripheries. First, 

typically of Kh"q"n!Õs poetry, we witness the poetÕs literary ambitions carried to unprecedented 

extremes. In sacralizing his vocationÑ a task anticipated by the desacralization of the caliphate 

and the normalization of the sultanÕs discretionary power documented in chapter sixÑ the poet 

elaborates the discursive tradition elaborated by Mucizz! and Masc!d Sacd. In chapter six, we will 

witness the poet Mucizz! ascribe the capacity for saintly miracles (kar"mat) to the Sultan 

                                                        
258 Dhab!"Õll#h ' af", T" r!kh-i Adab!y" t dar %r" n2, 2: 774. 
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Maliksh"h, stopping short of applying the evidentiary miracles performed by prophets (mucjizat) 

to the political figurehead. Mobilizing religious doctrine in pursuit of his literary ambitions, 

Kh"q"n! violates Mucizz!Õs diplomatic caution in ascribing miracles (mucjizat) to himself rather 

than the ruler.  

Far from relinquishing Islam when he lay claim to poetic inimitabilty on analogy with the 

QurÕ"n, Kh!q!n" drew on religion to overcome the rulerÕs material sovereignty. Kh!q!n"Õs friend 

Rash!d al-D!n Wa!w"!, encountered in chapter two as the first literary theorist to incorporate the 

prison poem into the discipline of rhetoric (bal"gha), described the Shirw"n poet in one of his 

own qa$!das as Òa father of virtues, philosopher, stimulation of religion, and crusher of 

heresyÓ.259 In responding to Wa!w"!Õs praise, Kh!q!n" ascribed miracle-working capacities to his 

verse, including the ability to give life to the dead.  

!"#$ %"&'(" ) "* +,-. /,( *,-0 
!"#$%! &'( "#) !"* +,- .,/0 

 
For most, spring is a balance of elements. 

My special spring is the poetry of the most revered (sayyid) among poets. 
 

 !"# "$%!"#$% &' ()* +,-.% /0*# 12  
!"#$ %& '()* +,$ '- ./ 0,1* 234 

 
If only this donkey speaks my living miracle,  

 this deaf donkey will be better off than those who speak.  
 

Kh!q!n"Õs exposition of the poet as a living miracle and as a permanent testimony to the power 

of God draws on a long tradition of Persian poetic of commentary on the prophetic acts of Jesus, 

including his ability to give life to the dead (John 11:1-12:36). One of the earliest attestations of 

this theme is in a verse by N"$ir Khusrow: 

                                                        
259 !"# $%# & '() *+, -./01) / !"# $% &' ()*+,-. /0 1)2-. (+3.  
The full text of this qa$!da may be found in Wa!w"!, D!w"n, 30-35.  
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!"#$ %" &'()* +$,- ./0- 1+2% 

!"#$% &'( )*+ ,-./ 01$2 ,&'%260 

[Just as] you should be brought to life with the speech [sukhan] of he who sees you,  
[so] the Messiah made the dead live with his speech [sukhan]. 

N"$ir KhusrowÕs alludes to sukhan as as a discursive genre congruent with prophecy and 

suggests that poetryÕs brilliance silences other forms of speech. More than most Persian poets, 

however, Kh!q!n"Õs poetry was enriched by the inimitability of the QurÕ"n. It is not for nothing 

that one of the many names by which Kh!q!n" was known is #ass"n al-cAjam, a Persianization 

of !a ss"n al-cArab, and an indirect allusion to 3 ass"n-i bin Th"bet, one of the most celebrated 

early poets of Arabia, Òwho stood unrivalled in the laudatory poems addressed to the prophetÓ.261 

In claiming this title for himself, Kh!q!n" suggested that his speech would be praised by the 

prophet just as the prophet had praised the poetry of the original !ass"n al-cAjam.   

It was not only Kh!q!n" who sought to consolidate the association between himself and 

the poet favored by the prophet. The Persian commentators and critics who helped to consolidate 

the prison poem as a genre were equally instrumental in marking the greatest prison poet of 

Persian literary culture as one whose verse was pleasing to the Prophet. Consider, for example, 

the following citation from Kh!q!n"Õs d"w!n in cAwf!Õs Lub!b al-Alb!b:  

!"#$ %&' () *+ ,-.) /01 
!"#$ %#&$ !'( )#*+262  

 
As it is clear that I am complete in art [honar], 

!a ss"n al-cAjam became my name. 
 

As if seeking to intensify the analogy between his Persian verse is comparable and the inimitable 

Arabic of the QurÕ"n, Kh!q!n"Õs infuses his response to Wa!w"! with QurÕ"nic citations:263   
                                                        
260 Na$!r Khusrow, D!w"n, ed. Na$rull"h Taqav! (Tehr"n: 1929), 3. 
261 Maulavi Abdul Muqtadir, Catalogue of the Arabic and Persian Manuscripts (Calcutta: Bengal Secretariat Book 
Depot, 1908), 40. The most complete comparision of the poems of Kh!q!n" and the historical !ass"n al-cAjam is 
!ass"k#, ÒMad! -i nabaw! dar shicr-i 3 ass"n-i bin Th"bet va Kh!q!n"-yi Shirw"n!Ó. 
262 cAwf!, Lub!b, 405. Kh!q!n" is listed here by the title Ò#as!n al-cAjam !ak"m Kh#q#n" al-!aq"Õ#q#Ó. 
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!""# $%&  !""# '()* +, -. +,-/0 
!"!"#$%& '( '")& *& '(+) ,& 

!"#$ %&' ()* +, -.&,/ 0&,/ 123 +4 
!"#$ %&'()% *+ ,-%. */ 0%&- 123 

 
Although all that remains is my enemy, 
I give no answer to the foolsÕ stupidity. 
The tongue itself in hellÕs prison replies  

with the needful words the fools enter hell. 
 

The second half of the first mi$r"c, Òbut they are stupidÓ (Ôal" innahom hom al-sofah"Õ) cites s#ra 

al-Baqara (Q. 2:13). This time, it is the fools (al-sofah"Õ) who are in prison, while the poet is 

busy yielding fruit from his garden:  

 !"# $%&&'(!"#$ %&'( )*+, -./  
!"#$ %&'($ )*#)* +",- )./ 

!"# $% !&'( )* +, -( ./"0 1"2! 
!"# $%&'() *+(, -%&. #!/ 0 12 13 

 
If lovers of speech wish to approach the tree of knowledge  

they must partake of [my] fruit tree.  
Now, go. My pure prayer will follow you. 

Your memory is the best I have, oh prayer leader.  
 

Although Wa!w"! treated Masc!d Sacd as the paradigmatic prison poet in his rhetorical 

treatise, he did not withhold his praise from his friend and contemporary Kh!q!n", as indicated 

by his qa$!da cited above on the merits of Kh!q!n"Õs person and verse. Wa#w!# consolidated the 

tropological tradition initiated by the Lahore poet by advising the Shirw"n poet to maximize his 

spiritual gifts, to imitate Jesus, and to seek contentment from the small things in life:   

!"# $%&' ()*+ ,'-./ 0&12 ()" !3 
!!!"# $%&# '() *+",- $"#./ 

 
Be content in this declivity like Jesus 

Ascending the ladder of contentment, you will arrive above. 
 

Drawing on the theological distinction between extended time (zam"n) and instantaneous time 

(waqt), Wa!w"! then contrasts the time (waqt) of the Messiah to the time (zam"n) of the poet-

                                                                                                                                                                                   
263 For a brief tabulation of further allusions to the QurÕ"n and had!th in prison poetry, see !afar", !abs"yy#t3, 255-6.  
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prophet, intriguingly reversing the conventional associations of these two terms, and comparing 

the prison poet with no less that four prophets: Jesus, Moses, Elijah and John the Baptist: 

!"#$#% &"#'( )*+, - .$- /*0' 
 ! "#$% &'() '*+ ,-!"#$ !"#$  

 
Messiah of the time, Musa of the daysÑ Kh"q"n!. 

May he receive Khi&rÕs life, and Yayh"Õs innocence. 
 

Wa!w"!Õs association of waqt with prophets and zam"n with poets contrasts with historiographic 

norms, including that found in History of the Prophets and the Kings (T"r!kh al-rusul wa al-

mul(k) of al-9abar! (d. 310/923). In narrating the creation of the world, al-!abar" associates 

zam"n with extended time and describes waqt as a subdivision of zam"n.264  

Together with these temporal inflections, the chain of prophets in this verse suggests 

more than is visible on first inspection. The analogy with Jesus was a natural enough, given 

Kh!q!n"Õs Christian parentage. But the invocation of Moses, known to Islamic tradition as kal!m 

All"h  (Òhe who speaks with GodÓ) for the words he exchanged with God on Mt. Sinai, presumed 

greater inventiveness on Wa!w"!Õs part.265 By associating the prison poet with the prophet 

specifically known for his ability to speak  to God, Wa!w"! went beyond simply attesting to 

Kh!q!n"Õs eloquence. He contributed to the image that Kh!q!n" himself sought to project: of a 

poet whose mastery of literary discourse exceeded the bounds of literature itself and penetrated 

into the more elevated discursive sphere of QurÕ! nic inimitability.  

While Kh"q"n! was associated by critics with Jesus (c7s"), Elijah (Khi&r), and John 

(Ya! y"), the poet added to this series yet a fifth prophet: Abraham (Ibr"h!m), known to Islamic 

                                                        
264 The History of al-/ abar!. Trans. Franz Rosenthal (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1989), 1: 171.  The root w-q-t 
occurs in the QurÕ"n (e.g. 7:187; 15:38; 38:81); z-m-n does not.  
265 According to Mo( ammad 3 osse!n-i Karam!, there are 229 allusions to Moses in Kh!q!n"Õs d!w"n (ÒNeg"h! be 
ma&"m!n-i Musaw! o z!b"!h"yi "n dar d!w"n-i Kh!q!n",ÓMajalleh-yi cUl(m-i Ijtemac-y! o Ins"n!-yi D"neshkadeh-yi 
Sh!r"z 22.3 [1384]: 182).  
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tradition as khal!l All"h (Òthe friend of GodÓ). He offers an elaborate genealogy for himself that 

presents as a literal event the prophetic associations that until now had only been figurative: 

!"#$ %&'(" )  *+,- ./0 /1 %&" $' !"  
!"!" #$%&' ()$" *+,- &,. &/012 ) 

!"#$ !"# $%#&' () *+ ,-. #*/ 012 3  
!" #$%&' !%()*+ !%, ',- ./01 2&$3" 4,- 

(6: 51-52) 
 

On the other point of view, like Abraham [khal!l All"h], I was born of a carpenter. 
My Christian mother was JesusÕ servitor. 

A spring flowed from a fatherÕs loins into a womb. 
From that auspicious spring was born this pearly ocean of mine. 

 
Moving beyond metaphor while yet remaining profoundly tied to figurative language, Kh!q!n" 

figures himself here as at once the pearly ocean (gawhar!n dary! !) that received the zygote of his 

fatherÕs sperm and his motherÕs egg and as the physical result of that biological merger. What 

has hierthereto only been postulated figuaratively is hereby articulated literally. Cleverly 

inverting the label that was to insult him by his peers, Kh!q!n" invokes his genealogy as 

carpenterÕs son as a badge of pride. He reminds his readers that this lowly vocation was shared 

with the fathers of Abraham and Jesus. From this point of view, the Shirw!n poet appears 

blessed by the most elevated geneology conceivable.  

Already in pre-Islamic oral poetry from Central Arabia, #ulb, the term translated here by 

Òloins,Ó was associated with Òrank, quality, power, [and] strengthÓ.266 It is defined in the QurÕ"n 

as the body part of Òbetween the backbone and the ribsÓ (bayna al-#ulbi wa al-tar"Õib) (Q. 86: 6-

7). This verbal reenactment of the poetÕs birth is also reminiscent of GodÕs reflection on the 

creation of humans in the QurÕ"n: Òremember that We first created you from dust, then from a 

living germ, then from a clot of bloodÉ.We cause to remain in the wombs (ar! " m, pl. of ra!em) 

whatever we pleaseÓ (Q. 22.5). By embedding the story of his creation within a QurÕ"nic and 

                                                        
266 P. M. Kurpershoek, Oral Poetry and Narratives from Central Arabia (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 293. 
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therefore inimitable idiom, Kh!q!n" establishes his prophetic lineage and furthers the merger 

between poetry and prophesy that motivated his incarcerational aesthetics. 

 Wa!w"! concludes his thirty hemistiches of praise for Kh!q!n" by attributing charismata 

(kar"mat) to his friend, and by suggesting that the brillianceÕs his verse is sufficient to induce a 

violation of the laws of nature, making tongues open from their throats like violets in bloom 

(benafshev"r): 

!" #$%&' () *+!,- .' /0' 12 &3 
!"# $ %& '!($ )* '%+(  ,&% -."/( 

 
Everyone who smells the rose of your charismata 

must let his tongue blossom violet-like.  
 
Notwithstanding their intrinsic significance, these many associations between Kh!q!n" and 

Moses, Abraham, Elijah, and John can be seen as simply preparations for the more elaborate 

analogy between Kh"q"n! and c7s", the Islamic Jesus, which is the backbone of Kh!q!n"Õs work. 

Read in these terms, Wa!w"!Õs prophetic assocations may have inspired the his friend to compare 

himself with Jesus in his Christian qa$!da.   

FEARING  PROPHECY IN EARLY PRIS ON POETRY 
 

The Christian qa$!da was not the only prison poem to capitalize on the association 

between poetry and prophecy. Indeed, Kh!q!n" was building on a foundation that had been laid 

by Masc!d Sacd, most notably in the Lahore poetÕs own Christian qa$!da that compares the poetÕs 

pen to a crucified Christ: 

!"# $%&' !' (' !)* +,-).  
!" #$%&' (" )*+,& +-./0 

!"# $%&'( )* +,-. /0 !" !"#  
!" #$!%& '( )' *+," !- ./ 
!" #$%&' (') *+ ,- ./012 

!"# $ %&' $ ()* +,,!- .$/0 
!"# $%&'( )*+,- )- .( 

!" #$ $%&'( )*+& ,- ./ !"#$%  
! "#!" #"$%& '(" )*+, -.  
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!"# $% &# '()* $+()* #!,267  
 

Be astonished at how the pen  
becomes a cross [chal!p"] when its fingers meet. 

They intend to kill the pen as they crucified Jesus. 
Every hour they prepare to cut its nib. 
But when suspended on the fingers, 

the penÕs rank and status are washed in glory. 
The pen ascends to the heavens 

because there is no path for the soul. 
Why do we detect Manichean traces 
in the works of this good Christian? 

 
The references to prophecy and prophets in the d!w"ns of both poets demonstrate that 

Kh"q"n!Õs transformation of the prison poem was mediated by his attempt to extend the terms 

established by Masc!d Sacd. This transformation reflected two simultaneous phenomena: of the 

secularization of power that accompanied the decline of the Baghdad caliphate in the late 

cAbb"sid and early Ghaznavid and Salj#q periods, and a concomitant increase in poetryÕs 

discursive, social, and institutional power. The latter persuasively attests to the claim that, when 

writers compose in genres that resist the hegemonic norms of a given polity, then such genres 

become Òforms of political or religious action.Ó268 When genres are forms of political action, 

then a desacralized political power, together with a newly sacralized vatic vocation, precipitates 

the aesthetics of incarceration that resulted in the prison poem.  

Before these variables can be unpacked, the semantic field under investigation needs to 

be reviewed. The motif (macn!) of Moses on Mt. Sinai in the valley of !"w# is a good place to 

begin. According to the QurÕ"n (20: 9-20), !"w# was the place where Musa received one of the 

first signs ("yat) of GodÕs power. He was ordered by God to throw his walking staff (ca#" ) onto 

                                                        
267 Kh!q!n", D!w"n, 1: 338, qa$!da 137. Parallels between Masc!d SacdÕs and Kh!q!n"Õs Christian qa$!das are 
discussed in Mu!ammad Muc!n, ÒKh"q"n! o "Õ!n-i mas!( : mas!( !yat o nof#&-i "n dar Iran,Ó D"neshn"meh 2 
(1326/1947), 32, and Sharma, Persian Poetry at the Indian Frontier, 143. Muc!nÕs text, published half a century ago, 
belies SharmaÕs statement that the connection between Masc!d SacdÕs and Kh!q!n"Õs Christian qa$!das had Ònot 
been previously noticedÓ (143). 
268 Cohen, ÒNotes Toward a Generic Reconstitution of Literary Study,Ó xiii.  
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the ground, whereupon it was transformed into a serpent (!ayyah). Moses grew afraid, but he 

obeyed the order to pick it up. The staff changed back into its original form, and Moses, along 

with his brother ! "r#n, was confirmed in the gift of prophecy. In Ashcar! and Muctazil! theology, 

the miracles performed by Moses, and to a lesser extent, by Jesus, formed the bedrock of Islamic 

prophetology.269 Steeped as their poetry is in Arabic learning, both Masc!d Sacd and Kh!q!n" 

were well positioned to engage these exegetical traditions.   

MosesÕ miracles were not confined to the transformation of the staff into a serpent. 

According to al-!abar", Moses performed miracles pertaining to rods and serpents, deluges, 

locusts, lice, frogs, blood, darkness, and the separation of the waters of the sea.270 But the 

aesthetics of incarceration stood to gain the most by engaging with the first two miracles. These 

became regular motifs (mac"n!) in prison poetryÕs archive under Ghaznavid and Shirw"nsh"h 

sultans, and consolidated prison poetryÕs status as a thematic genre unto itself. Just as the staff of 

Moses and his white hand entered the canon of post-QurÕ"nic Islamic historiography, animating 

such texts as al-Thac"li b!Õs Stories of the Prophets (Qi#a# al-ÔAnbiy"Õ) and Kis"Õ!Õs eponymous 

work,271 so too did these motifs enter prison poetry. Tracing the trajectories of MosesÕ staff and 

hand in the d!w"ns of Masc!d Sacd and Kh"q"n! clarifies the work done by the prison poem in 

history and sharpens our sense of the institutional and discursive power of poetry in the political, 

moral, and ideological economies of medieval Islamic society, particularly in relation to non-

prophetic sources of power. 

                                                        
269 A classical Ashcari source for this discussion is al-B"qill"n! , Kit"b  al-bay"n can al-farq bayn al-mucjiz"t wa'l-
kar"m"t  waÕl-!iyal waÕl kah"na waÕl si!r waÕ l-n"ranj"t , ed. Richard J. McCarthy (Beirut: Librairie Orientale, 
1957), 59-60. See also Sarah Stroumsa, ÒThe Signs of Prophecy,Ó The Harvard Theological Review 78 1.2 (1985): 
103 and Richard J. McCarthy, ÒAl-Baqillan!'s Notion of the Apologetic Miracle,Ó Studia Biblica et Orientalia 3.12 
(1959): 256-247.  
270 The History of al-/ abar!, 1: 485. 
271 B. Heller, ÒM#s",Ó EI2. 
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 Masc!d Sacd refers to MosesÕ prophetic miracles on many occasions in his d!w"n.272 

Frequently, these invocations of Moses and his staff into a serpent are accompanied by a 

comparison with JesusÕ miracle of giving life to Lazarus, as in the following verses that parody 

the story by contextualizing it as one of the poetÕs sexual encounters: 

!"#$ %&'( )*+ %&,-. /&$ 
!"# $%&%'( )*+,- ./0% 1# 

 
I found a girl last night and said lustfully 

that tonight I will have much sex with her. 
  
The poet continues the comical narrative, reporting on his inability to ejaculate due to 

exhaustion. He then asks the girl to restore his virility . Her reply, that such a miracle is exceeds 

her limited capacity, parodies the prophetic tradition:   

!"# $%"& '()*+ ,-* ./- *,& 
!"# $%&'( )*+ ,+ -. /%01 

!"# $%&' () *+ , $-."/ (0  
!"# $%& '( )*+, -."/ 0123 4#273  

 
She said to me: If I were Moses, 
I would make your stick (ca#" )  

into a moving serpent. If I were Jesus, 
I would bring life to the dead. 

 
These verses invoke associations with the two moments in the QurÕ"n where the serpent 

appears, first, as a sign Òplain for all to seeÓ (thucb"n mub!n, 7: 107) and second, Òactive in 

motionÓ (!a yya tasc" , 20: 20). From the perspective of the poetics of incarceration, reference to 

the serpent (thucb"n) in its first QurÕ"nic appearance underscores the evidentiary status of the 

poetic artifact, by which is meant a miracleÕs capacity to intervene in everyday life. Reference to 

the serpentÕs second QurÕ"nic appearance underscores how the prison poem became a vehicle for 

                                                        
272 The frequency of references to this episode in Masc!d SacdÕs d!w"n exceeds that of any other poet prior to 
Kh"q"n!. The listing for thucb"n in Dehkhod"Õs Lughatn"meh cites examples from Masc!d SacdÕs contemporaries 
Man#chihr! (d.1041) and Mucizz! as well that invoke associations with M#s"Õs prophetic miracle.  
273 Masc!d Sacd, D!w"n, 2: 881-2, qi!ceh 104. 
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the poetÕs lyrical subjectivity. Whereas the serpentÕs first appearance demonstrates the prison 

poemÕs politics, the second demonstrates its affective labor. The convergence of these moments 

in certain prison poems merges epic and lyric, the two poles between which the prison poem 

oscillates. In the first instance, thucb"n associates poetry, and implicitly the poet, with the 

QurÕ"nic capacity for lucid experience, insofar as the sign ("ya) that the serpent represents is also 

the sign that the poet creates through his text. It is therefore significant that the vast majority of 

references to MusaÕs miracles in Masc!d SacdÕs d!w"n are to thucb"n and not !a yy, to the serpent 

as a revelation for all to see (mub!n), although the two descriptions run parallel in many respects. 

The public serpent confounds not only reason, but also, like poetry, the prosaic discourse of 

worldly things.   

But the most striking reference to MosesÕ prophetic miracles in Masc!d SacdÕs d!w"n 

occurs in prison poems where the QurÕ"nic thucb"n and !ayy (7: 107 and 20: 20 respectively) are 

rendered by the Persian izhdeha:  

!"#$ %&'( )&* +* ,-./!0 +* 12 345 
!"# !"#$%&' ()*+ ,- ".' /.-  

!"# $%& '()*+ (,- .)/0 1"0! 
!"# $%&'() *+, -. /,!0%. 12$ -' 

 ! "#"$ %&' ()*!"# $%& '"(  
!"# $ %&' () *+,-. /0"1 203 "4 /5,) 

 !"#$!"#!"# $%& '%( )* +,-. /  
!"# $%# $& '() *(+!"# ,-.!"# $%& 274 

 
From whose face do I see? Who can I recognize. 

Why am I stuck with this burden? 
Why does the brow of Mt. Sinai not make a shrine here? 

Daily I travel to the mountain in expectation of seeing God. 
I go forth waiting for the light to appear. 

I await the lightning bolt that struck MosesÕ hand. 
Instead, I am like the walking staff [ca#" ]. 

My soul has become the serpent [izhdeh" ] of the skies. 
 

                                                        
274 Masc!d Sacd, D!w"n, 1: 22, qa!"da 8.  
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In another prison poem, Masc!d Sacd compares the condition of the poet incarcerated in 

the fortress of Nay to that of Moses awaiting GodÕs command on Mt. Sinai:  

!"# $%& '() *#' +,-) ./)  
!" #$%&' ()*+ ($, -. /0#  

!"#$ %&#'$ ()* +,-. /( 
!"# $%& '( )*+ ,-. /-0 /1275  

 
Why is the order of things such that 

this year my days are like black nights? 
Why from the almighty do I not have my portion?  

It is as though my entire life has passed on Mt. Sinai. 
 

INTERNALIZING  PROPHECY IN LATE PRISON POETRY  

In prison poem number six, Kh"q"n! responds to Masc!d SacdÕs demarcation of the poet 

from the prophet by fusing the two categories. Drawing on the QurÕ"nic account of the golden 

calf (!"h"  20: 83-98; cf. al-Acr"f   7), the poet distinguishes himself from al-S"mir! (rendered in 

Judeo-Christian contexts by the title Òthe SamaritanÓ), credited with the construction of the idol. 

This distinction affirms Kh"q"n!Õs affiliation to Moses, but ends by celebrating the idol if not the 

idol-maker: 

!"#$ %& '( )*+, -,./ 0# 1*+, 2*/%,  !"  
  !" #$%&' () ()*+ ,-$./0 1. 23  

(6: 35) 
 

I resemble al-S"mir!, not Moses. For the rest my life,  
my white hand will be joined to the heel of the Golden Calf.   

 
According to the QurÕ"nic account, while Moses was speaking to God on !"r, his fellow 

Israelites down below had taken to worshipping a golden idol in the likeness of a calf (cajalan, 

20:88). When Moses descended from the mountain and asked what his people had done, they 

replied that a certain al-S"mir! had advised them to mold a golden calf and throw it into the fire, 

after which he told the people that the god burning in the fire was the true god of the Israelites, 

                                                        
275 Masc!d Sacd, D!w"n, 1: 88, qa!"da 31. 
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Moses included. Moses confronted al-S"mir!, who defended himself by explaining that his soul 

(nafs) suggested to him to take a handful of dust from the footprint of the messenger (ras(l ) and 

throw it onto the golden calf. According to most accounts, the messenger in question is the angel 

Gabriel, who imparted to the idol-maker a special gift for bringing dead objects to life. Ibn al-

cArab! is among the most famous Islamic thinkers to comment on this event. According to Ibn al-

cArab!Õs Fu#( # al-!ikam  (Bezels of Wisdom),276 al-S"mir!Õs divine imprimatur allowed him to 

explain to Moses that he was acting in accordance with what he understood was the will of God.  

 The QurÕ"nic presentation gave Kh!q!n" ample grounds for assuming that ambivalence 

was the best attitude to adopt towards this mysterious figure. Uri RubinÕs commentary on al-

S"mir! underscores the latterÕs ties to a world governed by supernatural forces and even black 

magic. Rubin notes that Òthe manner in which the S"mir! makes the Calf is a mystery. He sees a 

ÔmessengerÕ which others cannot see, and he seizes a handful of dust from the messengerÕs 

trackÉwhen the Calf was made he took a handful of dust from under the foot of the horse of life, 

and cast it into a Calf. Thus life was infused into it.Ó277 Ibn al-cArab!  likewise stresses the 

magical knowledge on which al-S"mir!Õs actions were based. ÒThe S"mir!,Ó writes the mystic 

thinker cryptically, Òhad knowledge of this matter [c"lemon beh"$a al-amr]. When he realized 

that [the messenger] was Gabriel, he knew that life [al-!a"y"t ] would flow into whatever he 

walked on, so he took a handful of dust from the track of the messenger [al-ras(l ]É [and] threw 

it onto the Calf.Ó278 These exegeses, which explain Kh!q!n"Õs attraction to the idol-builder, are 

intensified by the additional tradition that presents al-S"mir! as a child hidden away in a cave on 

his birth and raised by the angel Gabriel.  

                                                        
276 Fu#( # al-!ikam , ed. Ab# al-cAl"Õ cAf!f! (Beir#t: D"r al-Kit"b, n.d.), 138. 
277 Uri Rubin, ÒTraditions in Transformation,Ó Oriens 36 (2001): 203. 
278 Fu#( # al-!ikam , 138.  
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 The white hand alluded to in Kh!q!n"Õs prison poem six speaks less to the exegetical 

traditions pertaining to al-S"mir! than to the traditions concerning to Moses. Although the Òwhite 

handÓ (yad bai$"Õ) does not occur in s#ra !" h" , it is found in a related passage of s#ra Acr"f  (7: 

107-108). In this s#ra, the Pharaoh challenges Moses to prove that he has come with a sign 

(" yatun; 7: 106) and that he is tells the truth (al-#adeq!n) claiming to have made a covenant 

(cahd) with God. Musa responds to the challenge by throwing his staff to the ground, whereupon 

the staff becomes a serpent (thucb"n). Moses then withdraws his hand (yad), which has now 

become white (bay$" ).  

Kh"q"n!Õs statement that his white hand will be joined to the heel of the golden calf thus 

merges two distinct and even contradictory prophetic traditions. The first is the tradition 

concerning the idolatry of the golden calf. The second is the white hand of Moses. Although 

these two traditions hardly possess the same doctrinal status, and were often opposed to each 

other in poetry,279 they address related aspects of the prison poemÕs prophetic poetics. Kh!q!n"  

therefore had much to gain by conflating them in his verse.  

While Masc!d Sacd underscored the poetÕs prophetic gifts but ended by assuming an 

unbridgeable divide between the two domains, Kh"q"n! mobilized the allusiveness of the prison 

poetry archive bequeathed to him from Lahore to figure the poet as a literal prophet. Masc!d 

SacdÕs poetics liberated the poet from incarceration by envisioning a more just world free of this 

punishment. Kh"q"n!Õs poetics claimed incarceration as the poetÕs destiny and crafted from 

incarcerational aesthetics testimony to the nobility of the poetÕs vocation. Kh!q!n"Õs 

                                                        
279 Annemarie Schimmel notes that al-S"mir! has Òin poetry often been confronted with Moses as symbol either of 
outward power and wealth, or of loveless magical scienceÓ (GabrielÕs Wing [Leiden: Brill, 1963], 264).  
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transfiguration of the aesthetics of incarceration into testimony for poetryÕs discursive superiority 

also helped to consolidate the genre specificity of the prison poem.    

Although Kh"q"n! drew on Masc!d SacdÕs prophetic motifs, the difference in deployment 

is striking. The Lahore poet lamented the resemblance between his condition and that of Moses. 

The convergence between poet and prophet was seen from Lahore as a cosmically-induced stain 

on a world-order that could be otherwise, and an indicator of just how far the Ghaznavid sultan 

has strayed from the righteous path by imprisoning his greatest poet. Kh"q"n! by contrast treated 

his spiritual kinship to prophets as the logical consequence of his poetics. Far from being an 

aberration, the family resemblance between poet and prophet was represented by Kh!q!n" as his 

destiny and even as his birthright. Akimushkina describes this difference, whereby Kh"q"n! 

revels in his shared kinship with the man to whom God revealed his voice, well: ÒIf in Masc!d 

SacdÕs usage one detects a concealed negation of the similarity between the situations of the 

incarcerated poet and the prophet, in Kh"q"n!Õs text, the prisonerÉimplies that the real affinity is 

between the imprisoned poet and the prophet.Ó280 Masc!d SacdÕs meaning is achieved through a 

negation of the prophetÕs status. Kh"q"n!Õs meaning is achieved through the affirmation of this 

same principle. Both poets demonstrate their mastery of prison poetry as a discursive as well as 

thematic genre as a means of activating the prison poemÕs ideology of form. As with other 

literary archives, genre status is attained precisely through the interaction of genreÕs different 

levels of signification. The intensification of theme implies a transformation of discourse and a 

transformation of discourse affects the substance of a given theme. 

As attested already in Wa!w"!Õs homage to Kh!q!n", the Shirw!n poet stood apart from 

his predecessors by the profundity of his erudition in the Islamic sciences. A further provocative 
                                                        
280 Akimushkina, Zhanr Habsiyyat, 53. 
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use of QurÕ"nic Arabic occurs in a fragment exhibiting the trope beloved of prison poets in 

Arabic as well as Persian self-praise (fakhr):  

 !"# $%$& !'()*)+ ,- ./ 
  !"# $%&#' () *+,- .%/0 12 34 5 

  !"#$% &' ($"# )%*+ ,-./ 
 !"# $%&#' () *#+, -. /012281  

 
I am Kh!q!n", beloved of God. 

[God] has called me his dear slave. 
Every time I speak to God  

he answers me: donÕt be afraid.   
 

ÒDonÕt fearÓ (l" takhaf), GodÕs advice to Kh!q!n", intensifies the chain already created between 

Kh!q!n" and Jesus, Elijah, Abraham, John, and particularly with Moses, kal!m Allah (Òhe who 

speaks with GodÓ).   

On multiple occasions in the QurÕ"n, Moses requires reassurance from God to persist in 

his mission. GodÕs admonition not to fear is addressed to Moses during his struggle against the 

unjust pharaoh. The following passage from s#ra al-Qa#a# includes all the basic elements of the 

prophetic narrative that informs Kh!q!n"Õs prophetic poetics, including the white hand and the 

staff:   

A voice cried from the right of the watercourse, in the sacred hollow,  
coming from the tree:  ÔMoses, I am God, the Lord of all Being.Õ ÔCast  
down thy staff.Õ And when he saw it quivering like a serpent, he turned  
about retreating, and turned not back. ÔMoses, come forward, and fear  
not [l" takhaf]; for surely thou art in security.Õ Insert thy hand into thy  
bosom, and it will come forth white without evil; and press to thee thy  
arm, that thou be not afraid. So these shall be two proofs from thy Lord  
to Pharaoh and his Council; for surely they are an ungodly people.Õ Ó. (Q. 28: 31)282 

 
In both Kh!q!n"Õs text and the QurÕ"n, the injunction not to fear condenses much political and 

literary meaning. By citing GodÕs speech to Moses, Kh!q!n" inserts himself into the prophetic 

lineage his poetry laid out. However, the sign of Kh!q!n"Õs prophecy is unlike that of any other 

                                                        
281 Kh!q!n", D!w"n, 832. 
282 I use here the Arberry translation. Also cf. Q. 20:21; 27:10; 51:28.  
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prophet. Instead of being attested by his ability to perform miracles, the poetÕs prophetic gift is 

attested by the magic of his verse (here called si!r -i n"b, a variant on si!r -i !al"l ). The 

movement away from external signs and towards poetryÕs discursive sovereignty is further 

attested in a poem that begins ÒI am Kh!q!n", beloved by God (caz!z-i !aqqam)Ó:  

 !" #$!!"#283 !"#$% &'( )* +, -  
 !"# $%&#' () *+& ,-" .%)  

 
I am in Ganja and God is in the seven climes. 

Help from God supports my pure magic. 
 

The conclusion to prison poem six reaffirms Kh!q!n"Õs lofty spiritual calling again through his 

mastery of the discourse of poetry rather than through external signs:  

 !"# $%&' ()*+ ,- ./01 20345" 26 6# 7-48 
  !" #$%&' ()*+ ,$-(" ,*. /$ 01$ 23"*4 

! "#$%& '() *+ ,- !"# $% &'( )'*+ ,- ./0% 1  
   !"#$%&' (') *+,#-!" #$%&' ()*"  

 (6: 62-65)  
 

Although it is hard for an asexual to do work with the actions of women, 
my virgin soul is pregnant with male souls.  

If, across the whole wide world, there is anyone who can say from two distiches  
that I am an infidel, the sacred mosque will be my gambling den.  

 
It would appear here that miraculous acts, including the act of giving birth, are assumed in an 

exclusively discursive, and in an imaginative space specific to poetry. That the prison poets soul, 

like John (Ya! y"), is virginal, does not prevent him from giving birth in his verse.  

If Kh!q!n" is a prophet like Moses, then Kh!q!n"Õs patron, jailer, and ruler resembles the 

Pharaoh who was, not unlike the sultans of the twelfth-century Eastern Islamic world, notorious 

for his abuses of discretionary power. Prison poem six ends with an apostrophe to the poetÕs 

genius that constitutes the prison poem genre as in part a lyric, and which was forcefully 

expressed in poems such as the q!"ceh beginning ÒAlthough my possessions are weak,Ó discussed 

                                                        
283 Although !!"#  appears intended, Sajj"d!Õs edition gives !!"#  here.  
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in chapter two. For the prison poem aesthetic, poverty is proof of poetic achievement. Just as 

prophecy preconditions poetry, sociological degradation preconditions prophecy.   

Kh!q!n"Õs elaboration of poetryÕs discursive superiority through the language of 

prophecy and QurÕ! nic inimitability sets the tone for the two poems that occupy the next chapter. 

Together, the Christian and Mad"Õin qa$!das join the aesthetics of incarceration to the politics of 

prophecy that constitutes the prison poem as a genre formally, thematically, and discursively. 

The first qa$!da in this pair marks the high point of the poetÕs career in the aesthetics of 

incarceration. The second formally signals its fulfillment.                                                 



 

 

172 

 

Chapter 5 

SIGNS OF THE CROSS: THE POLITICAL AESTHETICS OF INCARCERATION  

 

 Having dwelt on the work done by prison poets in blurring the dividing line between 

poetry and prophecy, it remains to see these transformations at work on the corpus of prison 

poetry. The preceding chapter concentrated on the preparatory work done by Masc#d Sacd and 

Kh!q!n" in arguing for poetryÕs discursive specificity, for its superiority to others kinds of 

discourses, and for its semi-sacred status. In addition to being a craft, in the medieval Islamic, 

and particularly in the Persian world, poetry did the work of religion. PoetryÕs licit magic refers 

to that discursive property of poetry that enables the prison poem to look beyond the text to 

critically address the patron. This chapter concentrates on two texts by Kh!q!n" that are widely 

regarded as among the Shirw"n poetÕs greatest masterpieces. While both the Christian and 

Mad"Õin qa$!das are among the poetÕs most studied works, neither text has been fully probed for 

its aesthetics of incarceration. This chapter seeks to fulfill this gap.  

 A brief overview of Kh!q!n"Õs life will illuminate the issues at stake in the Christian 

qa!"da composed from Sh"bar"n prison in Shirw"n towards the middle of the twelfth century. 

The detail of Kh!q!n"Õs biography most relevant to an analysis of the Christian qa!"da is his 

motherÕs origins: she was Nestorian Christian who converted, possibly by force, to Islam.284 

Named for the bishop whose Christological doctrine was condemned by the council of Ephesus 

in 431, Nestorian Christianity denied that Jesus Christ suffered in his divine capacity when he 

                                                        
284 The most comprehensive account of Kh!q!n"Õs life is KandliÕs Kh"q"ni -ye Shirw"n!. KhanikofÕs two-part study 
is still useful as a biographical source (ÒMŽmoire sur Kh‰c‰ni, po‘te persan du XIIe si•cle,Ó Journal Asiatique 6.4 
[1864]: 137-200; 6.5 [1865]: 296-367), as is the preface to Karl ZalemanÕs [alt sp. Salemann] study of Kh!q!n"Õs 
rub"c!yy"t: Chetverostishiia Khakani (St. Peterburg: Tipografiia Imperatorskoi akademii nauk, 1875).  
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was crucified. While acknowledging the consubstantiality of the three persons of the Trinity, 

Nestorius accounted for this unity by insisting on the distinctiveness of GodÕs divine nature from 

humanity.285 He taught that the person who suffered on the cross and who died for the sins of 

humanity was not divine, but human. Although they entailed seemingly arcane debates 

concerning the possible coexistence of two natures in a single entity, the real salience of 

NestoriusÕ teachings were political. ÒNestoriusÕ different levels appeared to threaten the unity of 

Christ,Ó notes Michael Whitby, summarizing the basic political risk posed by Nestorian 

teaching.286 In threatening the unity of Christ, Nestorius threatened the cogency of Christianity as 

the hegemonic discourse of late antiquity.  

There is yet another aspect of the Nestorian legacy that should inform a reading of 

Kh!q!n"Õs Christian qa$!da. In denying mainstream Christological doctrine concerning JesusÕ 

coequivilant divinity and humanity, Nestorianism constituted itself as a minority belief-system. 

When, with the spread of Islam across formerly Christian territories, Christianity itself became a 

marginal discourse, the marginality of Nestorianism was doubly constituted: firstly, with respect 

to mainstream Christology, and secondly, with respect to Islam. Ctesiphon (the Arabic Mad"Õin), 

one of the sites where Kh!q!n"an poetics engages in a conversation with the fallen dynasties of 

past eras, happens to have been a stronghold for Nestorian intellectual and political life. At the 

same time, NestorianismÕs double doctrinal marginality did not prevent its adherents from 

contributing extensively to the medieval Islamic sciences of logic (at the Iraqi monastery Dayr 

Kunn"), civil administration, medicine (through the school of Gund!sh"p#r), and theology, 

                                                        
285 Michael Whitby, The Ecclesiastical History of Evagrius Scholasticus (Liverpool: Liverpool UP, 2000), xxxiv-
xxxviii, esp. xxxv. 
286 Whitby, The Ecclesiastical History of Evagrius Scholasticus, xxxvi. 
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through polemics with Muslims concerning the Trinity and other matters of Christian doctrine.287 

Indeed, the Nestorians were one of the largest contributors to the cAbb"sid translation movement 

that involved the massive transposition of Greek texts into Arabic. Nestorians who converted to 

Islam while in office rose to positions of power and influence in the cAbb"sid hierarchy.288  

THE AESTHETICS OF INCARCERATION: KH!Q!N"ÕS CHRISTIAN QA#"DA   
 

Kh!q!n" Õs Christian qa!"da builds on NestorianismÕs contribution to the Islamic sciences 

as well as on its doctrinal commitment to JesusÕ humanity. Additionally, his poetic persona bears 

a family resemblance with the Nestorian catholicos Timothy I. Sometime between the years 781 

and 794, Timothy carried out a theological debate with the Caliph al-Mahd! (r. 775-85), 

comparing Christianity to Islam.289 Prior to debating the Caliph, Timothy I had been 

commissioned by this same al-Mahd! to translate AristotleÕs Topics into Arabic.290 The debate 

between the Catholicos and the Caliph, perhaps the most important in the history of Christian-

Islamic polemics, touched on Christology, the Trinity, circumcision, the direction of prayer, the 

corruption (ta!r"f  ) of the Scriptures, and the crucifixion.291  

The Christian qa!"da revives the tradition inaugurated by Timothy I, adapting the 

Nestorian erudite polemic to the conditions of twelfth-century sovereignty. Its poetics is 

                                                        
287 Mu!ammad Muc!n surveys Nestorians contributions to medieval Arabic civilization from the vantage point of 
Kh!q!n"Õs poetry in ÒKh!q!n" o !Õ"n-i mas!( ,Ó Majm( cah-Ôi maq" l" t, ed. Mahdukht Muc!n (Tehr! n: Mu6assasah-6i 
Intish"r"t-i Muc!n, 1985), 201-216. 
288 Dimitri Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture (New York: Routledge, 1998), 131. 
289 A. Mingana argues for the year 781-782 in The Apology of Timothy the Patriarch before the Caliph Mahdi 
(Cambridge: W. Heffer & Sons Ltd, 1928), 11. Hans Putnam argues for 786-794 in L'ƒglise et l'Islam sous TimothŽe 
I (Beirut: Dar el-Machreq, 1975), 185. Although debate itself took place in Arabic, the earliest written version is in 
Syriac, from which language it was soon afterwards translated into Arabic. An excellent overview of the textual 
history of this work is given in  Clint Hackenburg, ÒAn Arabic-to-English Translation of the Religious Debate 
between the Nestorian Patriarch Timothy I and the cAbb"sid caliph al-Mahd!Ó (MA. thesis, Ohio State U, 2009). 
290 On this translation, see Erica C.D. Hunter, ÒInterfaith Dialogues,Ó!in Der Christliche Orient und seine Umwelt, 
eds. Karl Hoheisel and Wassilios Klein (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2007), 291, and Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic 
Culture, 61 and 137. The translation into Arabic was done with the help of an earlier Syriac translation and after 
consultation with the Christian secretary of the governor of Mosul, Ab# N#( .  
291 These points are tabulated and discussed in Hans Putnam, L'ƒglise et l'Islam sous TimothŽe I,189-200. 
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informed by the doctrine, heretical within mainstream Christianity but more amendable to 

Islamic teaching, that the man who died on the cross for the salvation of humanity was only 

human. Stressing the humanity of Jesus Christ made it easier for the prison poet to argue out a 

family resemble between himself and the Christian savior.   

The Christian qa!"da is not the only attestation to the poetÕs fascination with this revered 

Islamic prophet and Christian savior. Minorsky counted over two hundred references to Jesus in 

Kh!q!n"Õs d!w"n generally, while Mu!ammad Muc!n argued, in a classic account of 

representations of the Christian faith in classical Persian poetry, that Kh!q!n"Õs Christology was 

the most sustained of all the classical Persian poets.292 It is in the Christian qa!"da, however, that 

the political implications of the poetÕs alignment with the Christian savior and Muslim prophet 

are made most palpable. 

The most salient of Kh!q!n"Õs Christological allusions are those linked to the aesthetics 

of incarceration through their occurrence in prison poems. The preceding section showed 

Kh!q!n" link ing his genealogy to Jesus, through his father, who like JesusÕ father, was a 

carpenter (dor(gar, 6: 51). Worth adding to this archive is Kh!q!n"Õs statement of his motherÕs 

choice to overcome her Christian and Zoroastrian origins and to undergo a conversion to Islam 

that combined the judgment of the intellect (caql) with the wisdom of the heart (elh"m):  

!"#$% &'()* + &,)-.% 
!"#$% &"'() * +,-.)  

 ! "#$% &'() *+,- ./!"#$%  
!"#$ %&' ()*+ ()+ ,-293  

 
From Nestorian and Zoroastrian seed 

she found Islam and God. 
After choosing the faith with intellect and heart 

                                                        
292 Muhammad Muc!n, ÒKh!q!n" o !Õ"n-i mass!h,Ó 33; Minorsky, ÒKh"q"n! and Andronicus Comnenus,Ó BSOAS 1 
(1945): 554. 
293 Tu!fat, 215-6. 



 

 

176 

 

faithfully, she submitted to Islam. 
 

Kh!q!n"Õs d!w"n is denser with autobiographical elements than that of the average 

classical Persian poet. Within it can be found elegies on the deaths of his sons and his wife, as 

well as lengthy recollections of his parents, his uncle, and his hometown, Shirw"n. To an even 

greater extent than his predecessors in prison poetry, Masc!d Sacd, Ab# Fir"s and al-Mutanabb!, 

Kh!q!n" crafted poetry from experience. But Kh!q!n"Õs poetic persona took priority over his 

actual experience. He compared himself to Jesus and Moses to suggest, in the spirit of Ni!"m# 

cAru&!,  how poetry brings new material relations into the world. Kh!q!n"Õs poetic alchemy 

thereby sustained his literary theology.   

Kh!q!n" invoked Jesus, Mary, and other Christian figures in all of his writing, including 

in many qa$!das. One notable precursor to the Christian qa"!da is a rub"c! comparing the lips of 

Jesus to the face of boy whose beauty captivates him: 

!"#$ %&'( )*+,- ' ./ %#01 
  !"#$ %&'( )*+, - ./ 0123 

!"#$ %&'( ")*! + %,-".,/ 
!"#$ %&'( )* +, "-.! %/0102294  

 
Dear boy, you have JesusÕ lip and the face of the sun.  

A zunn"r is inscribed on your face. You have the hair of the cross.   
 You attack in search of captives.  

Kh"q"n! is captive to you. What to do, boy? 
 

Although dense with Christian imagery, the images in this text merely underscore the beauty of 

the desired object. The zunn"r, as will be seen below, possesses multi-confessional 

associations.295 Were Zoroastrian paraphernalia substituted for the cross, the meaning would not 

change. As yet, Christian paraphernalia introduce nothing new into Persian literature. The 

                                                        
294 Kh!q!n", D!w"n, 802. 
295 Dehkhod" defines zunn"r first as Òany thread in general (har rishteh r" g(yand cum(m"n),Ó notes that the word 
derives from ancient Greek, and only much later specifies its specific usages in the context of $himm! regulations. 
Although associated with Christianity, the zunn"r can signify much more than a Christian affiliation.    
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Christian lexicon and semiology in many other of Kh!q!n"Õs poems, though striking, does not 

systematically shift the epistemic grounds of Persian literature or gesture towards the new 

political theology that accompanies Nestorian Christology. Only the Christian qa!"da married the 

aesthetics of incarceration to the politics of prophecy with a thoroughness that permits us to 

speak of the textÕs transformations at the level of genre.   

From among a vast body of Islamic literature reflecting on the poetic and political 

consequences of Christian doctrine, Kh!q!n"Õs Christian qa!"da is Persian literatureÕs most 

extended engagement with the Christological thematic: it merges the political with the aesthetic 

in the service of the new discursive autonomy for poetry that is part of the genre history of the 

prison poem. Like R#m!, Kh"q"n! draws substantially on traditions concerning Jesus not 

mentioned in the QurÕ"n.296 He demonstrates a profound command of Sufistic traditions that 

never entered mainstream Islamic theology, as well as with pre-Islamic Iranian, Christian, and 

other non-Muslim traditions. The result is a text that interrupts the panegyric discourse 

characteristic of the qa!"da with reflections on persecution and incarceration. 

 
The Crooked Sky 

The Christian qa!"da (given in full in the Appendix) is divisible into three sections, each 

of which roughly correlates to the tripartite structure of the polythematic qa!"da that dates from 

the j"hiliyya  period onwards.297 The first section (v. 1-26) contains the poetÕs statement of his 

                                                        
296 Lloyd Ridgeon, ÒChristianity as portrayed by Jalal al-Din Rumi,Ó Islamic Interpretations of Christianity 
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2000), 101-2. 
297 Major scholarly commentaries that informed my reading of this poem and assisted with translation include M!rza 
Mu!ammad Qazw!n!, ÒQa$!deh-i ( absiyye-i Kh"q"n!,Ó in Jamsh!d cAl! Z"dah (ed.), S"ghar! dar miy"n-i sangist"n 
(Tehr"n: Nashr-i Markaz, 1999), 185-226; cAbd al-3 osse!n Zarr!nk#b, Did"r ba kacbah-i j"n (Tehr"n : Sukhan, 
1999), 70-120 (includes a Persian translation of Minorsky, ÒKh"q"n! and Andronicus ComnenusÓ); Minorsky, 
ÒKh"q"n! and Andronicus ComnenusÓ; M!r Jal"l al-D!n Kazz"z!, S(zan-i c%s" (Tehr"n: D"nishg"h-i cAll"meh 
9ab"1ab"yi, 1997);  cAbb"s M"h!yar, Shar!-i mushkilat-i Kh!q!n"  (Tehr"n: J"m-i Gul, 1382/2001). 
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predicament, a description of his suffering and incarceration, and multiple comparisons between 

himself and Jesus on the one hand and with JesusÕ mother Mary on the other.  

The second section (vv. 27-72), delivered as a series of proposals projected into the 

future, lists the poetÕs plans for proving his fidelity to Islam. The irony attending the majority of 

these proposed actions is thatÑ pace the poetÕs explicit declaration but in keeping with the 

poemÕs ultimate effectÑ they hover systematically over the borderline of heresy. Additionally, 

they demonstrate the poetÕs profound knowledge of non-Islamic traditions and his ability to 

excel in a religious polemic, a skill he gained from his readings in Nestorian Christology. Thus, 

the second section revolves around the implicit conflict between the poetÕs explicit statements 

and the contrary implications of his words. Its discursive keynote is irony. 

The third section (vv. 73-91) is more porous than the prior two in terms of its conflicting 

significations. As if suddenly enabled to cognize the gap between his declarations and the 

implications of his words, the poet instructs himself to cease uttering infidelity and to renounce 

his newly adopted faith (im"n t"zeh). By recapitulating the syncretic imagery of sections one and 

two, the poet reinforces the request that his Christian patron approach the king, Man#chihr b. 

Akhsat"n Shirw"nsh"h, with a petition for permission to visit Jerusalem, and, by implication, to 

be freed from prison.  

The Christian qa!"da was inaugurated with a comparison between the poet and Jesus on 

the cross, and the first and second sections were sustained by this comparison. A new theme is 

introduced in the third and final section. The poet proposes a journey to places sacred to the 

Islamic and Christian traditions, during the course of which he will spread the new creed 

expounded in the concluding third of the poem. The fictive journey that culminates in a plea to 
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visit Jerusalem begins with Kh"q"n! asking what will happen if he searches for the Òthreshold of 

infidelityÓ ("st"n -i kufr, v. 34). This rhetorical question launches a series of bold proposals 

during the course of which the poet threatens to abandon Islam and accept Christianity. Instead 

of proposing another religion to replace Islam, Kh!q!n" proposes his prison poetry as its 

surrogate. Christianity fulfilled the Jewish dispensation, and Islam fulfilled the Christian 

dispensation. The Christian qa$!da proposes to fulfill all prior creeds, including, besides the 

monotheistic triad, Zoroastrianism, Manichaeism, and Kh!q!n"Õs native Nestorianism.  

Having briefly situated this text, and surveyed its contents at the level of structure, it is 

now possible to proceed with a line-by-line, if not wholly consecutive, analysis of a poem that 

has yet to receive its due in the historiography of the poetics and politics of incarceration.  The 

word that opens this poemÑ falak (sky)Ñ determines the course of the entire text, just as, 

according to the poet, it determines his life. Chapter one suggested that the significance of falak 

in, among other places, the first prison poem ever written in Shirw"n, stems from its polysemy. 

Chapter two showed how falakÕs silence contributes to the Kh!q!n"an desire to juxtapose the 

poet to the cosmos. In its deployment in the Christian qa!"da, falak suggests a conflict between 

the incarcerated poet and the powers that watch over his destiny. Kh"q"n! then moves to the old 

theme of his conflict with the sky (falak), which now appears in the guise of "b"Õ-yi culw! 

(heavenly fathers). We have already seen how rivalry between the poet and the sky has been a 

genre marker of the prison poem from its inception. This impression is reinforced by the verses 

of N"$ir Khusrow that draw on the force of evil in Zoroastrian cosmology, Ahriman:  

!"# !"$%& '$ ()* !+,-. '$!!  
!" #$ %&' (#)*% +, +- .)/01 23, 

! "#$ %& "#$ ' ()*+",- .,/!"  
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!"#$% &'( )*(+$,- ./ 0"1/ 234298  
 

Oh oppressive sky, oh sister of Ahriman! 
Why donÕt you tell me what happened to you and me? 

You make me soft and jaundiced like rotten fruit. 
Do you want to eat me? 

 
and Masc!d SacdÕs play on the lexicon for captivity: 

 
!" !"#$% &' ("#) * !+, -". / 0!+, 

!"# $%&' ()# *+' ,-. /)0 !1!"#299  
 

I am in chains [bandam]. Who will free my feet 
while the heavenly sky [falak] fastens my locks [band]? 

 
as well as the same poetÕs imaginative comparison between the falak and the mirror (" yineh), 

that reflects not only the viewerÕs face but another face as well. In this last instance, falak is 

aligned with hypocrisy and duplicity. The poetÕs falak is like a rusty mirror that only weakly 

reflects reality: 

! "#$% &'() *+ ,- . (" / " "$0 #1($- 
!"#!"#$% &!'& (%' )* +,- ./0300  

 
Let me cry at the duplicity of the two-faced sky. 

My fateÕs mirror has rusted over.  
 

Kh"q"n! regards falak as a substantially more hostile force than do N"$ir Khusrow or 

Masc!d Sacd. The preceding chapter discussed how, in prison poem three, a double entendre 

(!h"m) on falak, as the sky and an instrument of torture underscored the absence of mercy in 

GodÕs world. In prison poem two, Kh!q!n" poignantly underscores falakÕs hostility towards him. 

ÒThe sky,Ó he declares, Òdraws a bow [kam"n kash!d] aiming for my heart / the arrowÕs 

trembling [larz-i t!ram] strikes my bones [ze ostokh"n barkh"st]Ó (2:7). The comparison in 

prison poem three of falak to a signless Kacba (3: 3-5) is also worth recalling here. The Christian 

                                                        
298 N"$ir Khusrow, D!w"n, 35.  
299 Masc!d Sacd, D!w"n 1: 97, qa$!da 35, v. 36. 
300 Masc!d Sacd, D!w"n 1: 208, qa$!da 95, v. 1.  



 

 

181 

 

qa!"daÕs description of the sky [falak]Ñ by which is meant the circulation of the starsÑ as more 

broken than the Christian script (kha!-i tars") culminates this series of references.  

In contrast to prison poems two and three, in the Christian qa!"da (prison poem one), the 

poetÕs hostility towards the sky is fleshed out through prophecy. JesusÕ renunciation of his 

heavenly father here motivates the prison poetÕs rebellion. The Òstar of knowledge (akhtar-i 

d" nesh),Ó a metonym for the entire sky, is rendered useless by the restriction of divinity to the 

poet himself. Finally, the mi$r"c ÒI am in darkness [t"r!k ] and the particles [Ôajz"] gleamÓ 

indicates that human mortality makes senseless any appeal to the heavens or expectation of 

mercy.  

The comparison of the poet to a chained monk [r"hib ] further places the text on religious 

borderlands. Although in other texts Kh"q"n! is keen to assert his Islamic credentials, the poet 

here lays claim to a Christian label to underscore his alienation from the Muslim ruling elite that 

has imprisoned him. Moreover, he uses the Arabic term for monk, r"hib , the active participle 

(ism facil ) of the root r-h-b (Òto be afraidÓ). R"hib corresponds to the Persian tars" (Christian) in 

the previous mi$r"c.301   

Ironically for a poem that compares Jesus and the poet, Kh"q"n!Õs first figural impulse is 

to deny the presence of Jesus (r( !  All"h ) in his prison cell. There are many monks, and Kh"q"n!, 

the incarcerated poet, is one of them, but there is no spirit of God, no concrete testimony to 

GodÕs existence in this particular prison cell. The contrast between the abundance of monks and 

the absence of a divine presence recalls prison poem threeÕs signless Kacba. Although the poetÕs 

body is bent (d(t" ) like the thread of JesusÕ mother Mary, known for her skill as a seamstress, his 

                                                        
301 According to Kazz"z! (Suzan, 4), tars" derives from the Pahlavi tars"k, and thus the calque, if there is one, is less 
from Arabic to Persian as from Middle Persian to Arabic. What matters most here however is the etymological link 
Kh"q"n! forges between the Persian and Arabic terms.  
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soul remains as whole (yekt") as Jesus. As explained in the Indo-Persian dictionary Salvation of 

Language (Ghiy"th al-Lughat), the thinness of MaryÕs threads was indicative of her skill as a 

seamstress. The entry from MaryÕs thread (rishteyeh Mariam) reads:  

!!"#$ %&'( )* +,- ./"0 :12"0 %&' !" #$% &'()* +,-. )/0, +0!1 &. 2,31 4*5)1 +)67 8*-9 302 
 

MaryÕs thread: it is said because the threads of Holy Mary were so thin that if 
 [threads] were not used together, neither could be seen. 

 
A reader informed of the paradoxical position of Nestorianism within medieval Islamic 

society will infer a second meaning. Inasmuch as he was born to a Nestorian woman, Kh"q"n! 

could not but have identified with the Christian tradition. (The autobiographical dimension is 

reinforced when we recall the poetÕs statement in his Tu!fat that his grandmother was, like Mary, 

a weaver.) And yet Kh!q!n"Õs career as a court poet was premised on his being able to lay claim 

to a Muslim identity. Some sources even go so far as to state that Kh!q!n" was imprisoned not, 

as one might have expected, due to his imperfect relation to Islamic orthodoxy, but because he 

refused to label himself as Christian.303 This paradox is dealt with further below, but it is useful 

to anticipate now: the real threat posed by the Christian qa!"da was the authorÕs refusal to claim a 

marginal identity in the legal realm even as he boldly embraced this same identity in the 

discursive space of his poetry. Formally, Kh!q!n"  preserved his affiliation with normative Islam 

while poetically he aligned himself with the class of Òcursed peopleÓ (ahl al-$himma). 

Although the Shirw"nsh"hs were a nominally Muslim dynasty, their iconology suggests 

that many non-Islamic, especially pre-Islamic and Iranian, traditions, were active at this court. 

Barthold and Bosworth have noted that the eleventh and twelfth centuries witnessed a 

Òprogressive Persianisation of [the] originally ArabÓ Shirw"nsh"h dynasty that paralleled the 

                                                        
302 Mu!ammad b. Jalal al-D!n Ghiy"th al-D!n, Ghiy"th al-Lughat (Bombay, n.d., n.p), 139. 
303 Mu( ammad cAl! Mudarris: Ray' "natu al-Ôadab (Tehr"n: Ch"pkh"nah-6i Shirkat-i Sih"m!, 1948-1955), 3:111.  
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Kurdization of the contemporary Raww"did dynasty in northwestern Persia.304 Although it does 

not fully explain Kh!q!n"Õs interest in Christian traditions, the proliferation of Persian names 

such as Man!chihr (d. 1160), Kh"q"n#Õs patron, and his predecessor Far#d!n, in lieu of the 

formerly Arabo-Islamic names for rulers in this region, additionally attests to the transformations 

that were taking place in cross-confessional relations in twelfth-century Azerbaijan and the 

widespread Persiaization.305According to some scholars, Kh!q!n" derived his second penname 

(takhallu$) from his sovereignÕs title, which was also Kh!q!n".306   

But the real source of Christian influence on Kh!q!n"Õs poetry, beyond his genealogy, lay 

to the west. As noted by H!d" #as!n, during the period when prison poetry flourished in the 

vicinity of Azerbaijan, the Shirw"nsh"hs were closely tied through intermarriage and political 

negotiations to the Georgian Christian Empire, ruled by Queen TÕamar (r. 1184-1212) and her 

successors.307 The proximity of the Shirw"nsh"h court to Christian Georgia is most obvious in 

the poetry of Kh!q!n"Õs predecessor Falak", who wrote Persian qa!"das for Georgian Christian 

rulers as eagerly as for the Azerbaijan Muslim kings. This qa$!da style soon became normative in 

contemporaneous Georgian poetry, especially in the courtly panegyrics of Grigol Chakhrukhadze 

and Ioane ShavtÕeli.308 In a text commemorating the union of the Bagrationi (Georgian) and 

Shirw"nsh"h (Salj#q) dynasty through the marriage of a daughter of Queen TÕamar to a 

                                                        
304 Barthold and Bosworth, ÒShirw"nshah,Ó EI2. Both the Raww"did and the Shirw"nshahs were originally of Arab 
descent, although this origin was displaced by Persian by Kh!q!n"Õs time.  
305 For the intensification of conflicts within the Islamic sphere, among Sh!ca, Sunn!, Muctazillites, ÔAshcarite, 
7m"mites, and the four ma$ahibs, see cAbdul Raf!c !aqiqat, T"r!kh-i cIrf"n va carif"n -i !ran! (Tehr"n: Intish"r"t-i 
Kumish, 1370), 420. 
306 Thomas William Beale, An Oriental Biographical Dictionary , ed. Henry George Keene (London: W. H. Allen, 
1894), 244. 
307 H"d! 3 as"n, Falak!-i Shirw"ni ; also see Sara Ashurbeli, Gosudarstvo shirvanshakhov: VI-XVI vv. (Baku: ELM, 
1983).  
308 Grigol Chakhrukhadze, Tamariani (TÕbilisi: Tbilisskogo gosudarstvennogo universiteta, 1943) and Ioane 
ShavtÕeli, Abdul-messiia (TÕbilisi: Zaria Vostoka, 1942), both trans. Shalva Nutsubidze. 
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Shirw"nsh"h prince, Falak! alludes to the members of TÕamarÕs family in the same panegyric 

register he applied to Muslim lineages:   

!"#$ %&'( )*+#!,  !"#$%& '!!"#$ %  
!"# $ %&'!(!"#$ %& # '() *+,-. *+/  

!" #$ % &'() *+,$ -./ 0#1 #2 
!"#$ %&' ()*+ ,!-. #(/ 01234309  

 
Four auspicious stars and two auspicious jewels. 

Through them, God has decorated and beautified the world.  
 Although her father withdrew his kindly shadow,  
fortune brought three hundred sons as good news. 

 
The four stars alluded to above allude to TÕamarÕs four sons, each of whom bore Muslim names: 

Akhsat"n, Far!d#n, Sh"hinsh"h, Farrukhz"d. The two jewels reference her unnamed daughters. 

Such poems indicate that at least one Shirw"nsh"h court poet saw it as his task to legitimate the 

sovereignty of Christian Georgia together with that of the nominally Muslim Shirw"nsh"h 

regime. Such verses further suggest that the decision to pass as Christian or Muslim and to 

distinguish subjects according to their religion was deeply linked to the social and political 

benefits a specific religious affiliation might incur.  

While the story that Kh!q!n" was incarcerated because he refused to accept Christianity 

has been disputed by !afar", its circulation alone, entirely apart from the question of accuracy, 

suggests that attitudes towards social labeling on the basis of religious affiliations were various 

and ambivalent. Man#chihr b. Akhsat"n may have asked Kh!q!n" to accept the label Christian 

because he wished to mark the poet as an outsider and bring him more fully under his control.  

The ambiguities intrinsic to Islamic norms for dealing with non-Muslims living in Islamic 

territories have been extensively appropriately contextualized within pre-Islamic S"s"nian and 

Byzantine strategies for dealing with religious minorities. These studies have more frequently 

                                                        
309 H"d! !as"n , ÒThe Poetry of Mu!ammad Falak!,Ó in Researches in Persian Literature (Hyderabad: Government 
Press, 1958), 66-7. This poem is missing from !"hir# Shah"bÕs edition of Falak!Õs d!w"n. 
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been carried out with respect to the Arabo-Islamic heartland than from the Persian peripheries of 

the Islamic world, although, to quote C. E. Bosworth, Òit was on the fringes of the Islamic 

worldÉthat discriminatory measures lasted longestÓ.310 Maryam Shenoda has demonstrated that 

a major theme in Coptic Christian literature dealing with the status of the non-Muslim was to 

portray ÒCoptic wonder-working victors who, through faith and miracles, are heroes, not 

$himm!Ó.311  

Congruently with the tendency to celebrate religious difference in twelfth century 

literature, the Christian qa!"da portrays Nestorian Christians as cosmopolitan intellectuals whose 

scholarly achievements exceed those of Muslim scholars and earn them a rightful place in 

Islamic history and theology. One significant difference between ShenodaÕs Coptic texts and the 

Persian poetry of incarceration is that Christian identity is aligned in the latter with victimization 

and persecution, while in the former it associated with a desire for political and spiritual victory. 

While the Copts in ShenodaÕs narrative address their dhimmitude, as it were, by denying it, the 

Persianate poetics of incarceration makes dhimmitude the focal point of critique.  

Although $himm! norms underwent much variation across Umayyad, cAbb"sid, Ayy#bid, 

Salj#q, and Shirw"nsh"h domains, and although the relation between literary representations of 

$himm! experience and official $himm! policies is far from transparent, certain conclusions can 

be drawn. Some what in contrast to the earliest days of Islam, when many major Arabic poets 

called themselves Christian, a Christian poet desiring professional success at a Muslim court in 
                                                        
310 C. E. Bosworth, ÒThe Concept of Dhimma in Early Islam,Ó Christians and Jews in the Ottoman empire, eds. 
Benjamin Braude and Bernard Lewis (New York: Holmes & Meier Publishers, 1982), 1: 48. For rare examples of 
scholarship on &himmis under non-Arab Muslim rule, see O. Turan, ÒLes souverains Seldjoukides et leurs sujets 
non-musulmans,Ó in Studia Islamica 1 (1953): 65-100 and F. W. Hasluck, Christianity and Islam under the Sultans 
(Oxford: Oxford UP, 1929). Two excellent discussions of Coptic Christians in medieval Islamic are Tamar el-
Leithy, ÒCoptic Culture and Conversion in Medieval Cairo 1293-1524Ó (PhD Diss, Princeton U, 2005) and Maryam 
Shenoda, ÒLamenting IslamÓ (PhD diss. Harvard U, 2010).  
311 Maryam Shenoda, ÒDisplacing Dhimm!, Maintaining Hope,Ó IJMES 39 (2007): 589. 
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the twelfth century, and moreover on an Islamic periphery, would have faced considerable 

challenges. The extant records make no mention of any non-Muslim poets at Salj!q, 

Shirw!nsh!h, or Ghaznavid courts. The dominance of Islamic identity in these regions likely 

motivated Kh!q!n!Õs refusal to mark himself as Christian socially and politically: the poet knew 

that such marking would have been detrimental to his professional career as a poet. For practical 

reasons, he retained his Muslim identity, even when his tenacity may have resulted in his 

incarceration.   

But the identity Kh!q!n" was unwilling to assume publicly was nonetheless one he 

readily adopted in his poetry. This much is suggested by the ambiguity in v. 28, where Kh!q!n" 

states, ÒAfter these forty days of mourning [chand!n chilleh] finishes in thirty years / Do I 

publicly [ "shk"r" ] practice fifty days?Ó Whereas the first mi$r"c refers to the poetÕs lifelong 

adherence to Islamic ritual, the second suggests and then immediately, if  implicitly, denies that 

this will ever occur in public view. By the very act of clarifying that he will never convert to 

Christianity publicly, this mi$r"c indicates a strong likelihood that the poet will  convert secretly, 

or that he has already done so figuratively.  

The lines preceding this declaration stress the poetÕs institutional commitment to Islam. 

Although the Muslims have denied him justice (d"d), the poet says, he will never turn away from 

Islam (begardam az isl"m ' "sh" ). As if wishing to present himself as a perfect adherent of 

Islamic ritual, Kh!q!n" then relates his extensive study of seven QurÕ"nic s(ras after having 

received revelation (wa! !) from experts in the seven ways of reading the QurÕ"n, performed the 

' ajj, circling the Kacba (!aw"f-i Kacba), thrown stones at Satan, and recited all prayers required 

of the pious pilgrim. 



 

 

187 

 

In section two (observing the tripartite typology outlined above), the poet performs what 

he specifically refused to do in the prior section. He states that he will change the orientation of 

the Òhouse of GodÓ (beyt All"h), by which is meant the mosque, or any place that generally 

serves as a place of prayer. Whereas Mu!ammad instructed Muslims in the QurÕ"n to face Mecca 

in their prayers, Kh!q!n" proposes, after recounting in triumphant detail his successful 

completion of the ' ajj, to reverse the QurÕ"nic injunction of praying towards the Kacba. Kh!q!n" 

says he wishes to make the house of God face Jerusalem (beyt al-muqaddas va mi! r"b  al-

aq#" ).312 After fifty years of Islam, the poet says, his feet do not bear their fetters well (v. 37).  

Significantly, Kh!q!n" also includes in this mi$r"c a comparison between his fetters and 

the cross (#al!b). This bayt is interesting, for, among other reasons, complicating the anti-Jewish 

stereotypes evinced v. 32, and which are also in evidence in Kh!q!n"Õs invective against Ab#Õl 

cAl"Õ Ganjaw!, discussed in chapter two. One the one hand, Kh!q!n" declares that, like Jesus, he 

is oppressed by a group of Jews (mosht!-i yah(d!), who are his enemies, perhaps the very same 

ones who hang the poet from the ceiling in imitation of a candelabrum in v. 19. Yet, no less than 

four lines later, the poet proposes to reverse the qiblahÑ the direction of Islamic prayerÑ away 

from Mecca and towards Jerusalem.  

Inasmuch as it stands in tension with the apparent hostility to Judaism expressed in v. 32, 

the second statement suggests that there is more to the contradictory representation of non-

Muslim peoples than a cursory reading suggests, as is made fully manifest by the paradoxical 

request that closes the Christian qa$!da, petitioning his patron to the king of the world (sh"h-i 

                                                        
312 As S. D. Goitein amply demonstrates (ÒAl-Kuds,Ó EI2), the Arabic terms referring to Jerusalem encompassed al-
Muquds, the Furthest Mosque (Al-Aq#" ), and many more. While a study focusing on JerusalemÕs historical 
topography would need to different between these various terms used to reference Jerusalem, the key point here is 
that all terms refer to the sacred city of Jews, Christians, and Muslims.      
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duny") that Kh!q!n" be granted permission to visit Jerusalem (beyt al-muqaddas, v. 89), rather 

than, as might be expected from a Muslim poet, to visit Mecca. (Here it is worth recalling that 

even Gift from Two Iraqs, the text specially occasioned by Kh!q!n"Õs first ' ajj, is more detailed 

in its description of Baghdad than Mecca.) Does the poet wish through this image to convey his 

fidelity to Christianity, given that Jerusalem is the location from where Jesus ascended to 

heaven? Or does he simply seek to convey his desire to follow the path of the Islamic prophet 

c7s" (Jesus), liberated from captivity? Perhaps, mindful of the chancery petition (car! -i ' al) genre 

which he was adapting to his own ends, Kh!q!n"  simply knew that he needed to conclude his 

poem with a request of some kind, and considered a demand for another pilgrimage to another 

holy city the most amenable to the requirements of his text.313  

The proposal to do away with Mecca as the qiblah sets a pattern for the catalog that 

follows. Immediately after abolishing prayers in the direction of Mecca, Kh!q!n" declares that he 

will kiss the n"q(s (wooden clappers used instead of bells to summon the faithful to worship) in 

response to an unspecified punishment (ta!akkum). Then, with even greater boldness, the poet 

declares that he will make himself captive by wearing the zunn"r, the leather belt worn in 

medieval Islamic societies by Christians, Zoroastrians, and Jews, to distinguish themselves from 

Muslims. Both the ringing of the n"q(s and the wearing of the zunn"r are embedded in a deep 

history of discrimination against religious minorities. Pausing over this history will help us 

assess the importance of Kh!q!n!Õs sartorial imagery.  

                                                        
313 In his study of medieval Arabic petitions, Geoffrey Khan offers a seven-part typology that corresponds in certain 
respects to Kh!q!n"Õs Christian qa$!da, suggesting yet another genre affiliation for this text: 1. Invocation; 2. 
Address; 3. Initial Blessing on addressee; 4. Exposition; 5. Request; 6. Motivation; 7. Final Blessing on addressee 
(ÒThe Historical Development of the Structure of Medieval Arabic Petitions,Ó BSOAS 53.1 [1990]: 8). cUmarÕs 
Covenant, the text discussed below that came dominate representations of $himm! regulations, also fits within the 
genre requirements of a petition. 
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DRESSING IN CHAINS: THE ZUNN!RÕS TRAJECTORIES  

!"#$%& '( )*+, - . /0 123 4$ 
! "#$%&' ( )*"+ , - . /0123 , 4 

Ab# Nuw"s 
 

If you love jewels, I wonÕt ask anyone  
Do you have more than the zunn"r to shame me? 

 
!"#$!%& '()* '() +,(-./ 0) 

 !"#$!"#$ %&'(& )* +*,"-  
Ibn Ab! al-Sayr 

  
The cross is raised over the minbar. 

The wearers of zunn"rs have attained hegemony.  
 

Translated from the Greek z2narion (:;<=>?@<), the zunn"r was originally associated by 

medieval Islamic authors with the reign of cUmar b. al-Kha!!"b (r. 634-644), the second Islamic 

caliph.314 In Kh!q!n"Õs time, it figured in a pseudepigraphic composite text that came to be 

known as cUmarÕs Covenant (cahd cumar), or, alternately, as cUmarÕs Stipulations (al-shur!" al-

cumariyya). Modern historians associate the  institutionalization of discriminatory practices with 

a later period, specifically with the reign of another cUmar, cUmar b. cAbd al-cAz!z (r. 717Ð720). 

When the Hungarian Orientalist Ignaz Goldziher graphically called cUmar b. cAbd al-cAz!z the 

ÒHezekiah of the house of the Umayyads,Ó referencing the purist defender of the Hebrews from 

Assyrian paganism, he gestured towards the lengths cUmar to defend Islam from those he 

regarded as idolaters.315   

The text of this pseudepigraphic covenant, widely believed to stem from a later period in 

Islamic history, is preserved in the form of a putative letter from the Christians of Syria to the 

Umayyad governor and general of cUmar b. al-Kha!!"b, Ab# cUbayda. One of the most 

                                                        
314 Wilhelm Pape, Handwšrterbuch der griechischen Sprache3, ed. Maximilian Sengebusch (Braunschweig, F. 
Vieweg und Sohn, 1884-94), s.v.; Fattal, Le statut lŽgal des non-Musulmans en Pays d'Islam (Beirut: Dar El-
Machreq Sari, 1958), 62 n. 101. 
315 Ign‡z Goldziher, Muhammedanische Studien (Halle an der Saale: Max Niemeyer, 1889/1890), 2: 34. 
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counterintuitive features of its structure is that the discriminatory policies enumerated are framed 

as having been requested by the Christians in order to insure their safety (am"n), a feature that, 

according to Albrecht Noth, connects this genre to conquest (fut( ! ) treatises, Òaccording to 

which non-Muslims asked for agreements in the form of contractsÓ.316 ÒWhen you came against 

us,Ó begins a standard version, Òwe asked you for a guarantee of protection [sacaln" kum al-

am"n],Ó as though it was only possible to maintain the fa•ade of the justice of $himm! 

regulations by promoting the fiction of the non-MuslimsÕ willing consent to the terms of their 

discrimination.317  

That the framing device of ChristiansÕ consent to the terms of their persecution is 

grounded in historical reality is suggested by two Syriac sources that cite an early version of the 

text that ultimately became cUmarÕs Covenant: the anonymous Nestorian Chronicle of Seert and 

Bar HebraeusÕ Ecclesiastical Chronicle.318 Both sources regarding this guarantee of 

discrimination as a guarantee of protection at the same time. This same document was in the 

possession of many Christian monasteries in the Muslim world, and it was further consecrated 

with allusions to historical figure such as the Caliph Mucawiya (r. 661-680) and the Nestorian 

Catholicos IshÕAyahb II.319 Kh!q!n" Õs qa$!da demonstrates an awareness that the discursive 

necessity of staging the ChristiansÕ consent constitutes a problem for the analysis of sovereignty, 

both within and outside the sphere of history.     

                                                        
316 Albrecht Noth, ÒAbgrenzungsprobleme zwischen Muslimen und Nicht Muslimen,Ó JSAI (1987): 295. 
317 Al -Muttaq! al-Hind!, Kanz al-cumm!l, ed. ! . Razzaq and S. al-Saqq! (Aleppo: Maktabat al-Tur"th al-Isl"m!, 
1969), 4: 503. 
318 Anton Baumstark, Geschichte der syrischen Literatur (Bonn: Marcus Webers Verlag, 1922) 2: 312, and Georg 
Graf, Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur (Vatican City, Bibliotheca Apostolica Vaticana, 1944-1953), 
2: 195-196. 
319 Antoine Fattal, Le statut lŽgal de non-musulmans en pays d'Islam, 27. 
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This ventriloquizing text has the Christians declare that they will Òbeat the n"q(s gently,Ó 

and additionally abide by a long series of negative restrictions to Ònot display a cross, not raise 

our voices in prayer or chanting in our churches; not carry in procession our cross or our book,320 

not raise our voices over our dead; not light fires in Muslim markets, nor bring our funerals near 

them.Ó Finally, the Syrian Christians promise 

to keep our religion wherever we are; not to resemble the Muslims or to wear  
their hat, their turban, their shoes, nor the parting of the hair, nor [to copy]  
their way of riding, nor to use their language nor be called by their names; to  
cut our hair in front and divide our forelocks; to tie the zunn"r round our waists;  
not to engrave Arabic on our seals, not to ride on saddlesÉnot to make our  
homes higher than theirs; not to teach our children the QurÕan; not to be partner  
with a Muslim except in business.321  
 

This covenant was quoted in the legal manuals that comprised the curriculum of local madrasas 

in the twelfth century Islamic world. Kit"b  al-Umm (Mother Book), the ambitious legal 

compendium of al-Sh"fic! (d. 820) contains the most comprehensive version of this covenant. Al-

Sh"fic!Õs inclusion of the covenant, minus the fictional premise of an epistolary exchange 

between the Christians and their Muslim conqueror, proves that the stipulations in cUmarÕs 

Covenant Òhad achieved legal force already by the beginning of the ninth centuryÓ.322 Al-

Sh"fi c!Õs rehearsal of $himm! regulations is a textbook example of how, according to A. S. 

Tritton, cUmarÕs Covenant originated as Òan exercise in the schools of law to draw upon pattern 

                                                        
320 Contrary to the claims of this pseudepigraphic covenant, Cahen notes that the prohibitions concerning ringing the 
church bell and public processions Òwere never general in the earlier centuries of IslamÓ (Ò8 himma,Ó EI2).  
321 Ab! cAbd All"h Mu( ammad ibn Idr!s al-Sh"fic!, Kit"b al-Umm (Cairo: al-Ma!bacah Kubr", 1903-7), 4: 118; 
emphasis added. I have drawn on but in many instances modified the translation in A. S. Tritton, The Caliphs and 
their non-Muslim subjects (London 1930), 6-8.  
322 Mark Cohen, ÒWhat Was the Pact of Umar? A Literary-Historical Study,Ó JSAI (1999): 119.  
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treatises.Ó323 References to cUmarÕs Covenant also permeate the legal writings of Ibn 3 anbal (d. 

855) and the 3 anbal! jurist Ibn Qud"ma (d. 1223).324 

Although influenced by !anaf" rite in later stages of its history, Shirw"n were most 

closely affiliated with the Sh"fic! rite during the period under discussion here. For this as well as 

other reasons, the record of the covenant in Kit"b  al-Umm is a likely source for Kh!q!n"Õs 

knowledge of $himm! regulations.325 Thus we have every reason to assume the poetÕs extensive 

familiarity with cUmarÕs Covenant, and to read his references to oppression (ta!akkum and 

tacadd" ) in the Christian qa$!da as allusions to the stipulated moratorium on the loud ringing of 

the n"q(s and obliging non-Muslims to wear the zunn"r. cUmarÕs Covenant, which specifically 

forbids non-Muslims to raise their voices in prayer or chanting, also illuminates verse 7, in which 

the poet proposes to Òsplit the cross panes of my window with my morning horn (#(r -i 

#ub!g"h#), and thereby to break the silence imposed by the terms of the covenant. Although 

Christians are not allowed to mourn loudly according to the terms of cUmarÕs Covenant, the poet 

polemically insists on projecting his voice loudly enough to break the cross that confines him to 

his cell.   

Many of the injunctions in cUmarÕs Covenant are more concerned with fabricating and 

consolidating religious, and thus social, distinctions, than in implementing Islamic teachings. 

Noth has indeed argued that the primary purpose of dhimm! regulations was not in fact to 

                                                        
323 A. S. Tritton, The Caliphs and Their Non-Muslim Subjects, 12. 
324 A( mad ibn Mu( ammad al-Khall" l, A' k"m ahl al-milal min al-j"mi c li -mas"Õil al-%m"m A' mad ibn + anbal 
(Beirut: D"r al-Kutub al-cIlm!yah, 1994), 357-359; Ibn Qud"ma, Al-Mughn!, ed. Mu( ammad Rash!d Rid" (n.p., 
1367/1947-1948), 10: 606-607. Prior to these legal texts, the pact is included in Ab# Y#suf's (d. 798) Kit"b al -
Khar"j  (Cairo: al-Ma!bacah al-Salafiyah wa-Maktabatuh"), one of the first texts to ascribe $himm! regulations to 
cUmar b. al-Kha!!"b (72 ff). Because these texts lack Òthe distinctive literary frame of the pact proper,Ó Mark Cohen 
insists, they do not constitute Òa true version of the pactÓ (ÒWhat Was the Pact of Umar?Ó 104). 
325 For madh"hib arrangements in the medieval Caucasus, see A.K. Alikberov, Epokha klassicheskogo islama na 
Kavkaze (Moscow: RAN, 2003).  
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oppress as such but erect the boundaries between the conquerors and the conquered, which 

explains their formal resemblance to treatises Òbetween conquering Muslims and conquered non-

MuslimsÓ. 326 The Christians whose voice this text purports to represent promise to pray secretly, 

to remove all external paraphernalia of Christian worship, especially the cross, from their 

churches, to avoid public processions, not to publicly mourn their dead, to dress differently than 

their Muslim neighbors, not to use Arabic in their public records, not to build homes taller than 

the homes of Arabs, and, most significantly, not to turn away from their religion, and not to teach 

their children the QurÕ"n. These last two points are the most relevant to the political aesthetic of 

incarceration, inasmuch as they counter assumptions that religious segregation invariably aims at 

suppressing alien religion. In this case, segregation ensures the usefulness of a minority religion 

from the point of view of the state. The popularity of cUmarÕs covenant with later cAbb"sid, 

Ayy#bid, and Salj#q rulers suggests that, far from posing a threat either to Islam or to an Islamic 

state, the minority $himm! population helped consolidate the link between the dominant religion 

and the regimeÕs power. Prison poetry was one of the few literary genres in twelfth-century 

Persian literary culture to contest these bonds.    

A century after the period assigned to cUmarÕs Covenant in Islamic historiography, the 

cAbb"sid Caliph al-Mutawakkil  (r. 821-861) endeavored to erase the influence that heretical 

MuÕtazilis had gained under his predecessor al-Macm#n (r. 813-833). This controversial Caliph 

undertook drastic measures to persecute $himm! peoples. As recorded by Ibn al-Ath!r, in the year 

850, al-Mutawakkil issued an order that prescribed the following regulations against all non-

Muslims (ahl al-$himma): 

!" #$%&'  ()*+,+-. !" -/0'  (1-*234!" 13!,*-5!" 6 728 19-:!" ; <= ; -%$>?!" )9= 1@3!" A:< BC' !" #$%& ' ( ) * +, ( "-+./ 0&-1! "#$%  

                                                        
326 Albrecht Noth, ÒAbgrenzungsprobleme zwischen Muslimen und Nicht Muslimen,Ó 303. 
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And in this year al-Mutawakkil  ordered the ahl al-$himma to wear honey-  
colored !aylas"ns with zunn"rs...and on the backs of their saddles they put circles  
made of wood. 3 himm! women had to wear a yellow hood while leaving  
the house while men had to wear another. [al-Mutawakkil ] then ordered  
the destruction [hadm] of all new churches and synagogues...He also  
ordered that on their doors would be placed pictures of demons [sha!"#!n]  
made of wood. And he forbade the Sultan from helping the $himm!s. Also,  
no one taught them. They were not allowed to wear crosses [#al!b"n] in their  
hair and they were forced to build roads. Mutawakkil ordered the gravestones  
of all $himm!s to be made level with the earth. These proclamations were  
inscribed everywhere in his domains [al-"f"q ].  
 

The extent to which al-MutawakkilÕs persecutions were enacted remains unestablished, and it 

has been pointed out that Òthere is no evidence of any violent persecution of non-Muslims under 

al-Mutawakkil, nor is it clear how far, how wide, or how far these restrictions were enforcedÓ.328 

But, as always when dealing with the influence of historical documents on literary texts, what 

counts most is the fact of representation and the historical memory such representations generate. 

Particularly of interest here is the sartorial dimension of al-MutawakkilÕs persecution policies, 

which were fully incorporated into and critiqued in Kh!q!n"Õs Christian qa$!da.   

That al-MutawakkilÕs persecution was reported in a twelfth-century anonymous Persian 

text, exactly contemporary with Kh!q!n"Õs Christian qa$!da, Mujmal  al-Taw"r!kh wa al-Qa##as 

(Collection of Histories and Stories, c. 1126), demonstrates just how alive was the memory of al-

MutawakkilÕs persecution, even and especially in Muslim communities, three centuries later.329 

The persistence of restrictions on the daily lives of Christian minorities during the rise of 

                                                        
327 Ibn al-Ath!r, Al-K"mil f! al-T"r!kh, ed. Mo! ammad cAbd al-Sal"m Tadmor! (Cairo: D"r al-Kit"b al-cArabi, 
1997), 6: 126-127.  
328 Bernard Lewis, Jews of Islam (Princeton: Princeton U Press, 1984), 49. According to Fiey, Christain sources 
connect al-MutawwakilÕs reported persecutions to the removal from office of the CaliphÕs Christian court doctor, 
Bukt!sh#c. See J. M. Fiey, Chretiens syriaques sous les Abbassides (Louvain: Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum 
Orientalium, 1980), 93-4. 
329 Mujmal  al-Taw"r!kh, ed. Malik al-Shucar!" Bah"r (Tehr"n: Ch"pkh"neh-yi Kh"var, 1318/ 1939), 361. 
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Persianate empires goes a considerable way towards explaining why the Shirw"nsh"h ruler 

Man!chihr may have asked Kh"q"n# to officially convert to Christianity. It also explains why 

this order would not have been attractive to the Shirw"n court poet, notwithstanding his Christian 

background. Whereas in its original context the $himm! stipulations may simply have served the 

goal of protecting a Muslim minority from being assimilated by a Christian majority, by the time 

of al-MutawakkilÕs reign, these regulations, operative perhaps more in the domain of discursive 

representations in everyday life, had come to serve a more insidious, but also far more complex, 

and even poetically productive: to prevent equality and to perpetuate an unjust social system 

through a putative preservation of difference. These two pillars of $himm! regulations were to 

become the Persian prison poemÕs basic object of critique. 

Together with related $himm! texts, cUmarÕs Covenant suggests that the obligations 

attached to the $himm! community were financially beneficial for Muslim rulers. 3 himm!s were 

obliged to pay a poll tax (jizya), to serve Muslims in particular ways, and to host any Muslim 

traveler who passed through the area as guests for up to three days. For these reasons, although 

fidelity to Islam may have motivated certain zealous Muslim leaders such as cUmar b. cAbd al-

cAz!z to wish for their non-Muslim subjects to convert to Islam, such conversions would have 

been detrimental to the financial interests of the state, and were therefore discouraged in 

subsequent centuries. Materially, Muslim rulers benefitted more from $himm!s who refused to 

accept Islam than from eager converts.  

The details enumerated in cUmarÕs Covenant and later implemented by al-Mutawwakil 

also indicate why a poet such as Kh!q!n" with an identity rooted in both the Islamic and 

Nestorian Christian traditions might prefer to publicly affiliate himself with Islam. Being 
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Christian in medieval Islamic society meant more than simply adhering to a set of doctrines and 

performing certain rituals. It meant systematically acknowledging oneÕs otherness vis-ˆ -vis 

mainstream society, and making oneÕs dress, hair style, linguistic habits, mode of transport, 

education, and even mourning rituals, conform to this difference. All of these adaptations are 

enshrined in prison poem poetics. Nestorian Christians had to face the double marginalization of 

being Christian in a Muslim society and being perceived as heretical by mainstream Christianity. 

It is not surprising that non-Muslim subjects with borderline identities such as Kh!q!n"Õs 

frequently preferred to pass as Muslim. More surprising is that, in passing as Muslim, they 

mobilized the symbolism attending their politically marginalized identities to make their poetry 

instruments of political critique. 

cUmarÕs Covenant is not attested in its complete form before the eleventh century.330 

Although there is controversy concerning the specific conditions of $himm!s in Salj#q domains, 

it is known that the eleventh century witnessed a resurgence in legislation against non-Muslim 

communities.331 Such a development should be contextualized within the prison poemÕs 

florescence, particularly given the formative role played in the genreÕs development by 

Christological imagery. Contemporaneously with the prison poetry of Lahore and Shirw"n, 

cUmarÕs Covenant was systematized into a body of regulations governing the social status of 

non-Muslims. Within a few years of Kh!q!n"Õs birth, the Salj#q Sultan Ma$m#d promoted a new 

set of regulations requiring non-Muslims to wear garments (ghiy"r) that distinguished them from 

the Muslim majority. The new sartorial regulations were legitimated through cUmarÕs Covenant, 

                                                        
330 Majid Khadduri, War and peace in the law of Islam (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1955), 193-4; Claude Cahen, 
Ò8 himma,Ó EI2, 2: 228, column 2.  
331 O. Turan, ÒLes souverains Seldjoukides et leurs sujets non-musulmans,Ó 65-100.  
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a text that, as we can now appreciate, reflects non-Muslim minority relations more accurately in 

the twelfth than in the seventh century.  

Also pertinent to the genesis of the prison poem is the fact that Ab# Y#suf (d. 789), one 

of the major codifiers of $himm! regulations, advised against beating but in favor of incarceration 

for members of the $himm! communities who were unable to pay the required jizya to their 

Muslim overlords. 3 himm!s who fail to pay the jizya Òshould not be beaten,Ó advised the !anaf" 

jurist. ÒInstead, they should be imprisoned until they pay itÓ.332 Ab# Y#sufÕs testimony indicates 

that already in the early medieval period incarceration was perceived as an effective form of 

punishment. It was better than beating and other forms of torture, and it was useful for extracting 

money from disobedient subjects. As in the modern world, prison could function as a potential 

channel of mercy, inasmuch as punishment by incarceration could be presented as a benefaction 

bestowed in lieu of a more vision punishment.  

As registered in Dehkhod"Õs Lughatn"ma and other lexicographies, zunn"r reverberates 

across Islamic societies, temporalities, and disciplines, impinging on jurisprudence no less than 

poetry. The primary meaning of zunn"r necessary to keep in mind in studying the aesthetics of 

incarceration is the political implications of this sartorial artifact. Together with ghiy"r and 

shic"r , zunn"r refers to Òthe compulsory distinctive mark in the garb of $himm! subjects under 

Muslim rule.Ó333 While it acquired specifically Sufi connotations in the poetry of San"Õ! 

Ghaznav! and Far!d al-D!n cA!!"r, 334 outside poetry, the zunn"r evoked the binary divisions that 

often legitimate oppression. The price for not wearing the prescribed zunn"r in public was the 

                                                        
332 Ab# Y#suf, Kit"b al -Khar"j , 122.  
333 M. Perlman, ÒGhiy"r,Ó EI2. The entry in EI2 for ÒZunn"r,Ó by A.S. Tritton is informative if brief. Both authors 
limit their discussion of the zunn"r to Christians, Jews, and Zoroastrians with addressing the meaning of zunn"r  in 
the South Asian context; the association of zunn"r with the BrahmanÕs sacred thread is mentioned nowhere.   
334 Hellmut Ritter, ÒPhilologika. XV. Far!dudd!n cA11"r. III ,Ó Oriens, 12: 1/2 (1959): 19, 31, 34, 49, 64, 66.  
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forfeiture of all oneÕs property, as a document from the Geniza archives referencing a crackdown 

in 1249 against those who failed to observe $himm! regulations attests. ÒOn that day,Ó writes the 

anonymous observer, Òa herald of the Sultan announced both morning and evening that the 

property and life of any Jew or Christian walking in the streets by day or night without a 

distinguishing badge [cal"ma] or zunn"r would be forfeitÓ.335 Because Kh!q!n" was cognizant of 

the political implications of the $himm! dress code, he made it a point of departure for his poetics 

of incarceration.  

Return to section three, ÒMake myself captiveÓ (v. 38) literally translates bandam, and 

recalls the verse cited above by Masc#d Sacd (dar bandam o !n band ze p"yam ke gosh"yad) that 

similarly played with the many significations latent in the imprisonment lexicon. Kh!q!n"Õs 

hemistich similarly implies a willingness to wear chains. Bandam corresponds to the noun 

Òchain,Ó specifically associated with captivity (and the source for the English words ÒbandÓ and 

ÒbindÓ) to which has been grafted the first-person conjugation. Thus, bandam can be rendered as 

either ÒI am a chainÓ (literally: chain + me) or, more idiomatically, ÒI clothe myself in chains,Ó 

with the meaning ÒI am incarceratedÓ. The poetic intensity of this bayt is enabled by the poetÕs 

condensation of this action, expressed English through many words, into a single verb: bandam. 

Even with the striking image of an incarcerated poet dressing himself in chains, indebted 

in part to Masc!d Sacd, we have not yet reached the fulcrum of this line. Kh!q!n" says that he 

will dress in a zunn"r as result of this oppression (tacadd" ). To what oppression does the poet 

refer? Without a full knowledge of the significance of zunn"r in medieval Islamic societies, the 

richness of Kh!q!n"Õs image is lost on us. That the poet renders himself captive by dressing 
                                                        
335 University Library Cambridge, TS6J7 f 3, recto 1, 18 verso, II, 1-3, ed. in S.D. Goitein, ÒMikhtav el haÑ
Rambam be-cInyan• HeqdashAt v-IdyAt cal $ac$ac"v ha-Neg!d!m,Ó Tarbiz 34 (1962): 241. Cited in Yedida Kalfon 
Stillman and Norman A. Stillman, Arab dress (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 110.  
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in a zunn"r acquires significance when we recall that the $himm! subject was required by law to 

follow these sartorial regulations to make visible his minority status. On this reading, the poetÕs 

proposal to dress in chains makes of obedience to societyÕs laws a variation on the incarcerated 

condition. The poetics of incarceration calls on us to consider that wearing the mandatory 

uniform assigned to non-Muslim minorities means dressing in chains.  

The lines that follow reveal even more powerfully the poetÕs political engagement with 

$himm! restrictions. cUmarÕs Covenant forbade non-Muslims from wearing the close-fitting cap 

called the qalans(wa or the burnus, which it closely resembled.336 Another hat worn at the time 

of the Prophet specifically mentioned by Kh!q!n" (v. 46) as the article of clothing he wishes to 

exchange, along with the qalans(wa for a zunn"r and burnus, was the !aylas"n.337 Like the 

zunn"r, the burnus was a badge of Christian identity, as evidenced by the following entry in the 

classical Arabic dictionary, BrideÕs Crown (T! j al-cAr(s): ÒThe burnus is a long qalans(wa. It is 

a long garment with stitchings and a coat of mail or hat for beauty. Monks dressed in the 

burnus.Ó  338 In his commentary on the Christian qa!"da, Zarr"nk#b cites a satire (hij"Õ) with which 

the Muslim Umayyad poet Jar!r (c. 650-728) mocked the Christian poet !kh"al: 

!" #$% !"#$%& '( )%!!"#  
!"#$%&' ()'%* +,-* .&'/339  

 
God himself curses every cross 

and dressers of a monkÕs burnus.  
 

Unnoted by Zarr!nk#b is the imitation (ta$mim) on Jar!rÕs bayt by the Egyptian poet Ahmad 

Nas!m (d.1938) that adds slave to Jar!rÕs association of the cross with the burnus:  

                                                        
336 Burnus could also signify a lengthy hooded cloak, as in modern French (Y.K. Stillman, ÒLib"s,Ó EI2 5: 735).  
337 One source for the !aylas"n is Bukh"r!, Sa!"!, lxiv, 38, 13, who describes it as a Khaybar! hat originally worn by 
Jews.  
338 Zarr!nk#b, Did"r  ba kacbah-i j"n, 94.  
339 Zarr!nk#b, Did"r ba kacbah-i j"n,  94. 
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!"#$%& '$()&* +# ,&-* +)& 
!"#$%&' ()'%* +,-*.&'/340  

 
God curses the worst slave 

and the dressers of a monkÕs burnus. 
 

Such literary precedents substantiate the reading of Kh!q!n"Õs proposed exchange of clothing as 

a sign of the poetÕs, as well as of his genreÕs, political identification with a marginalized people. 

Sartorially, Kh"q"n! realized an aesthetic merger between politics and poetics that his empirical 

encounter with incarceration had precipitated, but which was only fully activated in the endeavor 

to make his imprisonment constitute a literary form.   

With respect to the political and poetic implications of $himm! regulations, the gap 

between theory and practice possesses particular significance. That protests were registered in 

prison poetry against the discrimination non-Muslims faced in Muslim lands does mean that the 

injunction to wear the zunn"r was enforced with equal rigor in all places and times. The 

discriminatory rhetoric found in cUmarÕs Covenant has not prevented scholars such as Bertold 

Spuler from arguing that the position of the Jews in the Islamic world reached Òa significant 

intellectual and economic peakÓ in the tenth century, such that Jews were better off in the world 

of Islam Òthan in the contemporary WestÓ.341 Claude Cahen follows Spuler in arguing that 

religious minorities fared better under Islamic law than in contemporaneous Byzantium until the 

thirteenth century.342 This trend continued throughout the era of the prison poem, during which 

time Nestorian Christians engaged creatively and polemically with Islamic culture.  

                                                        
340  Cited in Al-Maws(ca al-Shicr!yya3 (digital library of Arabic poetry, n.p. n.d.). 
341 Bertold Spuler, ÒThe Disintegration of the Caliphate in the East,Ó in P.M. Holt, Ann K. S. Lambton, and Bernard 
Lewis (eds.), The Cambridge History of Islam, IA [Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1970], 144. 
342 Claude Cahen, Ò8 himma,Ó EI2, 2: 228, column 1. Cahen maintains that ÒThere is nothing in mediaeval Islam 
which could specifically be called anti-semitismÓ (229, column 2). GoiteinÕs statement with reference to the same 
period that Òscrutiny of the Geniza material has proved the existence of Ôanti-SemitismÕÉbut it appears to have been 
local and sporadic, rather than general and endemicÓ seems somewhat more objective (S.D. Goitein, A 
Mediterranean Society [Berkeley: U of California Press, 1971], 2:283).  
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The theme of the zunn"r as at once the archetypal symbol of infidelity and the marker of 

true spiritual attainment is deployed with even greater dexterity in Indo-Persian poetry, 

particularly by the many poets who were inspired by Kh!q!n". To cite only one of the more 

potent examples from this archive, the following verse by Am!r Khusrow makes of the zunn"r, 

which here literally refers to the Brahmanical thread (yaj–opav!ta), a metonym for a form of faith 

superior to all narrow orthodoxies:  

 !" #$% &'()*+% ,-./ $0(1 !"#!"#$  
!"#$ %&$' !(&) !*+ %&, -. /% 01  

 
I am an infidel who worships love; Islam is no good for me. 

My veins are shredded to strings. A zunn"r has no use for me. 
 
Far from signifying incarceration or persecution, the zunn"r here conveys an ecstatic readiness to 

embrace a religion based on love. Am!r Khusrow refers to himself as a lover and as an infidel 

(k"far) even as he dispenses with any pretense of orthodoxy. Mu!ammad Iqb!l (d. 1938), 

another Indo-Persian poet, who though he did not write prison poems, hailed from Lahore, and 

contributed perhaps more than any other modern Persian poet to keeping alive the polysemy of 

zunn"r. Iqb!l followed the closing line in Kh!q!n" Õs Christian qa$!da (v. 91) that proclaimed the 

poetÕs intention to make a rosary (tasb!! ) of his Òbrilliant verses (ab!"t-i gharr" )Ó when he 

joined the zunn"r to the syncretic rosary: 

!"#$ %&'( )#*$ +,- ./ 012 
!"#$ %#&' '( )*+,- . /01%343  

 
The Sheikh has gambled Islam away for love of idols. 

He has created a rosary [tasb!"] from the zunn"r. 
 

It is no coincidence that gambling metaphors have come to mark our archive so heavily. Life 

wearing a zunn"r was a gamble from the beginning. Hence the poetsÕ attraction to this most 

                                                        
343 Mu!ammad Iqb!l, in Kulliy"t -i Ashc"r -i F"rs! -yi Mawl"n"  Iqb!l L!hor",  ed. A( mad-i Sor#sh (Tehr"n: 
Kit"bkh"n -yi SanaÕi, 1343), 48. This verse originally occurs in Asr"r-i kh(d! (Secrets of the Self, 1915). 
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dangerous of sartorial implements. Further accentuating the beauty of Iqb!lÕs verse is the mixed 

metaphor that associates thread (rishteh) not with the zunn"r , as one might expect given the 

termÕs primary meaning in Indo-Persian contexts as yaj–opav!ta, but with the Muslim-Christian 

rosary (tasb!! ). Kh!q!n" Õs comparison between the zunn"r and the rosary is a likely subtext for 

Iqb!lÕs imagery: 

!" #$% &'()!"# $%& '()* !+,- !"# ./   
!"#$ %&'( )*+,- !". /0&1 2(3 45"67 . 

 
The cupbearerÕs body became an idol; the wine brought a cross. 

The candelabrum has become a wine cup. The zunn"r now has a rosary. 
 

The verses of Iqb!l and Am"r Khusrow attest to the Indo-Persian appropriation of the 

zunn"r as the preeminent instrument of infidelity.344 Am!r Khusrow, whom Mumtaz Ali Khan 

calls Òthe first representativeÓ of a composite Hindu-Muslim culture, marks one of the high 

points of this appropriation.345 Although we have already had occasion to witness the close 

relation between poetic emancipation and political critique in previous prison poems, the balance 

in the case of these Indo-Persian texts is clearly on the side of the former. The reader who 

encounters a zunn"r in the Indo-Persian texts is made to associate it with the imaginationÕs 

powers more than with political oppression. The zunn"rÕs politically subversive implications are 

never entirely lost even in its later Indo-Persian manifestations, largely thanks to the prison 

poemÕs cosmopolitan geography, extending from Lahore to Shirw"n and back to Lahore.   

But what matters for the purposes of our analysis is that the zunn"rÕs polysemy 

accommodated oppression in the most explicitly political of senses at the very same time that it 

                                                        
344 For further Indo-Persian usages of zunn"r, see Stefano Pello, ÒPersian as a passe-partout: The case of M!rz" cAbd 
al-Q"dir B!dil and his Hindu disciplines,Ó in Allison Busch and Thomas de Bruijn (eds.), Culture and Circulation in 
Pre-modern South Asia (Leiden: Brill, in press). Pello notes many continuities between pre-Indo-Persian usages and 
the zunn"r in early modern Indo-Persian literature. 
345 Mumtaz Ali Khan, Some Important Persian Prose Writings, 46.  
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acquired figurative non-political associations. Even in Mughal India, the ecstatic celebration of 

the zunn"r that characterizes Indo-Persian poetry was modulated by the more hostile attitudes 

one encounters outside poetic discourse, particularly in historical chronicles. The attitude of 

P"dish"h B"bur (r. 1526-1530) to the zunn"r is typical of those rulers who were unwilling to 

contemplate a merger of Islam and Hinduism. Eager to generate a binary opposition between 

believer and infidel through the imagery of the zunn"r and by imitating the linguistic register of 

the QurÕ"n, B"bur in his autobiography represents the zunn"r as a marker of divine disfavor and 

associates it with apostasy. ÒSanga the Infidel,Ó writes the Mughal p"dish"h of the Hindu ruler 

who opposed his army, Òacted in accordance with the verse, ÔHe was puffed up with pride, and 

became of the number of infidels [k" fir( n]Õ [Q. 2:34]. SangaÕs army, which B"bur refers to as 

the Òcavalry of the damned,Ó Òbore the accursed band of the zunn"r  around their necks, and the 

skirts of others of whom were sullied with the brambles of apostasy.Ó346 Measured against the 

background of non-poetic depictions of the zunn"r as a mark of an evil nature, Kh!q!n"Õs 

appropriation of this object for very different political ends demonstrates how, far from 

consolidating the political power of the state, the twelfth-century poetics of incarceration 

pioneered by the prison poem sought to question the political-theological impulse to generate 

binary oppositions between self and other.  

Making of the zunn"r a cipher for political oppression and of the prison poem a medium 

of the critique of this oppression constitutes one Kh!q!n"Õs major contribution to prison poem 

poetics. Although Kh!q!n" was one of the few Persian poets to use the zunn"r to reference legal 

restrictions pertaining to non-Muslim minorities, this sartorial implement that he fashioned as his 

                                                        
346 Translation of Wheeler Thackston in B‰burn‰ma (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP), 3: 380 (with modifications).  
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personal garment intimately inflects the aesthetics of incarceration as rendered in literary form. 

Prior to Kh!q!n", Masc!d Sacd took the first step of aligning the zunn"r to incarceration:  

!"  !" !#!!" #$%&' () *%+,  
!"#$% &'( )( *#+, -./ )01(347  

 
If I donÕt close my lips from praising him, 

they will close between the zunn"rÕs chains. 
 

As in Kh!q!n"Õs Christian qa#"da, the zunn"r is deployed by the Lahore poet for specifically 

political ends, to suggest the wrongful persecution of the poet and his constituency. But, as bold 

as it was within its own specific temporal and genre horizons, Masc!d SacdÕs intervention had to 

await Kh!q!n"Õs revision to achieve its end.  

By drawing on the rich discursive and aesthetic resources of the prison poem, Kh!q!n" 

and Masc!d Sacd delivered literary critiques of institutionalized discrimination. Moreover, 

although he passed as Muslim publically, the Shirw! n poet located himself in the Nestorian 

Christian space delimited by this discriminatory practice. In refusing to renounce Islam, the poet 

effectively salvaged his motherÕs persecuted faith and created a cognitive space whereby $himm! 

regulations could be critiqued in ways they had not been before. Speaking in the first person, 

across the cosmopolitan geography created by the aesthetics of incarceration, Muslim prison 

poets from Masc!d Sacd to Kh!q!n" dressed in the Christian chains of oppression.  

Claiming the zunn"r was not the means through which the prison poet fabricated a 

subaltern status to serve his aesthetics of incarceration. The verse referencing the Òwooden cross 

[cawd al-#al!b] Christians hang on childrenÕs breastsÓ (v. 44) also engages with $himm! 

regulations. The meaning of hanging around oneÕs neck the wood of the cross on which Jesus 

was crucified seems transparent enough, but what goes without saying in twelfth-century Persia 

                                                        
347 Masc#d Sacd, D!w"n, 1: 473, qa$!da 189, v. 28. 
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requires specification here. From the autobiography of the Norman proselyte Johannes-Obadiah, 

preserved in the Geniza documents, we learn of the local impact of the injunction delivered in 

1121 by the Salj#q Sultan Ma!m"d  (r. 1105-1131) regarding a renewal of the old laws enjoining 

specific clothing on non-Muslims. ÒEvery Jew,Ó writes Johannes-Obadiah, was required to Òhang 

on his neck a piece of lead weighing one dirham, on which the word $himm! was engravedÓ.348 

The very same year this observation was made, Kh!q!n" was born to a Christian mother who had 

been forcibly converted to Islam. Hanging the wood of the cross around his neck thus signifies in 

his poem less as a measure of the poetÕs piety than as an indication of persecution in the twelfth 

century Salj#q society. The reference also evokes the moment in the gospels of Luke (23: 26-49) 

when Jesus carried his cross along JerusalemÕs Via Dolorosa.   

Kh!q!n"Õs refusal to convert publically to Christianity and to relinquish his ability to pass 

as Muslim may have precipitated his incarceration. Yet, even while emphatically refusing to 

enter into the fold of the Òcursed people,Ó as ahl al-$himma literally translates, the textÕs poetics 

resists its eraÕs regnant discourse. Kh!q!n" is unambiguous in describing the reign of the 

Shirw"nsh"hs: oppression (tacadd" ) is the keynote of his oppositional aesthetics. Just as clearly, 

the poet associates this oppression with the injunction that non-Muslims mark their subaltern 

status sartorially. Kh!q!n"Õs Christological imagery is all the more remarkable in that it comes 

from someone who went to tremendous efforts to pass as Muslim. If one is to judge from the 

continuing assimilation of Kh!q!n" to Islam in contemporary Iranian scholarship, the poet 

largely succeeded in this endeavor.  

Outside the archive of prison poetry, one would be hard pressed to find an equivalent 

investment in the presentation of the poet as a prophet abandoned by his people anywhere in 
                                                        
348 Text translated in S.D. Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, 2:287.  
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medieval Persian or Arabic literature as one finds in Kh!q!n"Õs Christian qa$!da. Writing of the 

literature of exile in European literatures, Northrop Frye perceived that, though rarely formalized 

as a genre per se within European literary traditions, this body of work was characterized by Òthe 

individual demanding attention, speak[ing] for himself, andÉrepresented as the poet himselfÓ.349 

FryeÕs reading of the genre marking of the literature of exile can be applied without much 

modification to the Persian prison poem. Frye also echoes cAl! Dasht!Õs statement that Kh"q"n!Õs 

style is characterized by a negative relation (badb!n!) to the people of his age (ahl-i zam"n).350   

These figurations of the literature of exile as a genre marked by an oppositional self 

address the aesthetics of incarceration only in its initial manifestation. Dating this genre from the 

captivity poems of Ab$ Fir" s al-%amd"n# and its more sophisticated articulation by Masc$d 

Sacd, prison poem poetics began in the narcissistic complaint against confinement. In the hands 

of poets like Kh!q!n", whose prophetic ambitions emboldened them to stand in judgment on the 

present age, it yielded to a cosmopolitan critique of ethnic-based power. The ideology of form 

theorized by Jameson as a precondition for genre is most intensely activated when the poetÕs 

suffering, performed through the crucifixion of a Nestorian, and thus irremediably human, Jesus 

Christ, yields to political critique.351 In the Christian qa!"da, this transformation includes a subtle 

engagement with legal rituals of the $himm! system. By prescribing the terms of the !abs"yy#t, 

Kh!q!n"Õs Christian qa#"da fulfills Samuel JohnsonÕs insight that Òevery new genius produces 

                                                        
349 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, 297. 
350 Dasht!, Kh!q!n": shaciri dirashna (Tehr"n, Am!r Kab!r, 1962), 56. 
351 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1991), 107-141. 
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some innovation, which, when invented and approved, subverts the rules which the practice of 

foregoing authors had established.Ó352  

THE POETICS OF RUINS AND THE FULFILLMENT OF THE PRISON POEM  
 

This preceding chapters have tracked the relation between the increased concentration on 

incarceration in the literary archive of twelfth-century Persia and the discursive elevation of 

poetry that is Persian literatureÕs greatest contribution to world literature. As discussed in chapter 

one, the Arabic poets cAd! b. Zayd, Ab# Fir"s, al-Mutanabb!, Ibn Jahm, Ibn Zayd#n, Ibn al-

Muctazz, and Muctamid b. cAbb"d laid the groundwork for the Persian prison poem. As 

discussed in chapter two, the Persian poets and prosaicists N"$ir Khusrow, Masc!d Sacd, and 

Na$rull"h Munsh! added to Arabic precedents an even richer series of reflections on 

incarceration. Condensing literary insight into rhetorical norms, Ni!"m# cAru&!, Mu! ammad 

cAwf!, and Rash!d al-D!n Wa!w"! formalized these poetic testimonies into a literary genre.  

But the protagonist in the narrative of twelfth-century prison poetryÑ of its advent, its 

astonishing proliferation, its absorption into other literary genres, and its ultimate transformation 

of Persian literary cultureÑ is Kh!q!n" of Shirw"n.353 The poet who, as he states of himself, 

nourished himself on the dust (kh"k) and oppression (!ulm) of Shirw"n, made of prison a 

metonym for the poetÕs vocation. Just as, when he compared human life to a signless Kacba, the 

sky arching over Kh!q!n"Õs head was deaf to the poetÕs demand for cogent speech, so too were 

the Salj!qs and their minions deaf to the pleas of poets demanding justice. Kh"q"n#Õs silent sky 

reflects the entanglements of twelfth-century political sovereignty. From the very nexus of the 

                                                        
352 The Rambler, May 28, 1751, no.125, in The Works of Samuel Johnson (Oxford: Talboys and Wheeler, 1824), 3: 
93. 
353 On the innovativeness of Kh!q!n"Õs poetry, also see Karam", ÒNag"h! be ma&"m!n-i Musaw! o z!b"!h"y! "n dar 
d!w"n-i Kh!q!n",Ó 182, who connects the poetÕs new design (!ar" ! n() to his appropriation of sovereign metonyms.  
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sultanateÕs discretionary power arose a new literary genre that argued for poetryÕs sovereignty by 

foregrounding the political aesthetics of incarceration. The engagement with Kh!q!n" that has 

extended over chapters two and three will therefore close with one of the poetÕs final and best-

known if not always best understood poems, on the ruins of the S"s"nian palace known in the 

Arabo-Persian literary tradition as Mad"Õin and in Greek sources as Ctesiphon. The present 

endeavor to relate the development of the twelfth-century prison poem to the institutional and 

discursive shape of poetryÕs autonomy inevitably founders on and culminates in this literary 

wonder. The Mad"Õin qa!"da retrospectively reflects on the prison poem genre that Kh!q!n" had 

forged, while at the same time anticipating, as if prophetically, its obsolescence.  

A few words are in order about the historical site that gave rise to the poetÕs elegy. Built 

during the reign of Khusrow Nush!rw"n (r. 531-79), the 7w"n (palace) of Ctesiphon, a mud brick 

vault Òthirty-five meters high covering an audience hall eleven hundred square meters in areaÓ is 

still regarded as Òone of the crowning achievements of ancient architectureÓ.354 Still standing, 

albeit in ruins, this structure is known to us primarily through the recollections of poets and other 

travelers who made their way to BaghdadÕs environs. Among those such as the eighteenth 

century Indo-Persian author M!r cAbd al-La!"f Khan Sh#shtar", who travelled to Iran from the 

East, the encounter with S"s"nian ruins was frequently mediated by Kh!q!n"Õs poem.355  

The Arabic word, Mad"Õin, by which Ctesiphon is known and which is the source of the 

title assigned by later scholars to Kh!q!n"Õs qa$!da, is like kacbatayn for Kacba (prison poem 

three), the dual plural form of the word for city (mad!na). Mad"Õin refers to the two S"s"nian 

cities on the banks of the Tigris: Ctesiphon and Seleucia. Together, these cities constituted a 

                                                        
354 Scott John McDonough, ÒPower by NegotiationÓ (PhD Diss., U of California Los Angeles, 2005), 3.  
355 M!r cAbd al-La!"f Khan Sh#shtar", Tu' fah al-c"lam va zayl al-tu' fa [c. 1799], ed. S. Muva( id (Tehr"n: ! ah#r!, 
1984), 76-81.  
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bishopric of the Nestorian Church. Ctesiphon itself dates back to the Arsacid dynasty (247 BCE- 

228 CE), during which period it became the major administrative center in Semitic 

Mesopotamia.356 Edward Gibbon considered Ctesiphon the rightful successor to Babylon as Òone 

of the great capitals of the East.Ó357 Nush!rw"n did not found Ctesiphon, the city with which he is 

forever associated through his palace. Nush!rw"nÕs reign did however transform CtesiphonÕs 

legacy and paved the ground for its post-S"s"nian appropriation as Mad"Õin, most notably by 

infusing its architecture with the iconology of royal sovereignty.   

One particularly striking evocation of these ruins occurs in a book-length collection of 

poems and reflections on Kh!q!n"Õs text published in 1924 by the Berlin-based journal Iranshahr 

(figure 10). Partially translating Re&a Tawf!qÕs 1912 Turkish-language edition of Kh!q!n"Õs 

Mad!Õin qa"#da, this publication uses lines from the text as envois into new poetic creations. The 

unsigned editorial preface also not incidentally inaugurates the nationalist reading of the Mad"Õin 

qa$!da that was to frame many subsequent renderings of Kh!q!n"Õs poem by locating the text 

within a long genealogy of appeals to S!s!nian regal glory as against the Arab invaders. 

According to this modern reading, Kh!q!n" is among those poets who, like Ferdows!, stands 

among the ruins  (dar jol( -yi khar"behÕh"yi) that frame his poetry and gazes with tearful eyes at 

the little that has remained (b"q! mondeh) from the days of IranÕs glory (sar bolandi-yi !r"n ).358 

While such readings as those found on the pages of Iranshahr yield new poetic reflections suited 

to a modern age, even in the hands of modern IranÕs most visionary critics, the proto-nationalist 

                                                        
356 V. Minorsky, ÒGeographical Factors in Persian Art,Ó Bulletin of the School of Oriental Studies 9.3 (1938): 624. 
357 Edward Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (Philadelphia: B.F. French, 1830), 4: 
78.  
358 Aiw"n-i Mad"Õin: tasd!s-i qa#!da-i Kh!q!n", bi qalam-i chand nafar az fu$al"Õ wa shucar"Õ-i %r"n=A•wan-i-
Med‰in: un po•me de Kh‰g‰ni (1606), adaptŽ et augmantŽ par quelques po•tes contemporains (Berlin-
Wilmersdorf: IranschŠhr, 1343). This text includes a translation of Re&a Tawf!qÕs Turkish introduction to his 
translation of Kh!q!n"Õs poem, published under the title Medayin haraberleri (Istanbul: Cemci KŸtŸphanesi, 1330). 
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reading that has overwhelmingly dominated the textÕs recent reception history fails to grasp the 

aesthetics of incarceration that permeate this poem.   

 
(Figure 9). Depiction of Mad"Õin-Ctesiphon in  Aiw"n-i Mad"Õin, IranschŠhr, p. 41. 
 
More even than as a result of its own glory, poets including al-Bu( tur! (d. 897), Omar 

Khayy"m (1048-1131), Macr#f al-Ra$"f!  (1875-1945), and chroniclers including al-Masc#d! and 

al-!ab ar! inscribed the ruins of Nush!rw"nÕs palace on Islamic cultural memory both before and 

after Kh!q!n" set himself to the task.359 In many respects, Kh!q!n"Õs elegy is continuous with its 

predecessors. Al-Bu( tur! anticipated Kh!q!n" when he glorified the Ògenerals and troops, / as far 

as the eye can seeÓ in his homage to the 7w"n.360 Although al-Bu( tur! had already noted on 

gazing at the palace and imagining its inhabitants that ÒIt was built up for joy forever, but / their 

domain is for condolence and consolation now,Ó Omar Khayy"m went even further in locating 

                                                        
359 For an overview of Persian and Arabic poets who have composed elegies to Mad"Õin, see Sayyid A( mad P!rs!, 
ÒDerang! bar "w#n-i Mad!Õin-i Kh!q!n",Ó MDAT 41/54-5 (1385): 5-18. For comparisons of Bu( tur! and Kh"q"n!Õs 
poems on Mad!Õin, see Am"r Ma#m$d Anv!r, Aiw"n-i Mad"Õin (Tehr"n: D"nishg"h-i Tehr"n, 1383/2004) and 
Jerome W. Clinton, ÒThe Mad"Õen Qa#ida of X"q"ni Sharv"ni, II: X"q"ni and al-Buhtur!,Ó Edebiy‰t 2.1 (1977):191-
206 
360 On al-Bu( tur!Õs sympathetic representation of the S"s"nians, see Samer M. Ali, ÒReinterpreting Al-Bu( tur!Õs 
7w"n Kisr" Ode,Ó JAL 37.2 (2006): 58. I have drawn on AliÕs text as well for its rendering of al-Bu( tur!Õs qa$!da. 
For another reading of al-Bu( tur!Õs ode see Richard A. Serrano, ÒAl -Bu( tur!Õs Poetics of Persian Abodes,Ó in his 
Neither a Borrower (Oxford: Legenda, 2002), 8-48 (earlier version in JAL 28.1 [1997]:68-87). 
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this chain of references in the ubi sunt tradition, a literary genre that foregrounded the transience 

of life as against the permanence of mortality, and which was characteristic of the medieval 

world, globally conceived.361 Khayy"m produced a text that played on the multivalent meanings 

of the name of the king Bahr"m G#r, whose second appellation was based on his fondness for 

hunting the onager (g(r ), a term that also coincides with the Persian word for grave:   

&' ()*  +,  -.(+/  0(1 -.2 34(5  
+/0(  +6/  1(,  0 (78  -.('  34(5  

-.(+/  +,  (05  7-734(5  -7.1 
90(-. (5&  +,  (05  -.(+/  34(5 362 

 
The palace where Bahr"m raised his cup, 
where lions rested and foxes propagated, 

and Bahr"m, who used so easily to capture prey [g(r ], 
is taken captive by the grave [g(r ] today. 

 
In the poetÕs present, the palace [qa#r] where Bahr"m raised his scepter [j"m], or more precisely 

his cup, the Iranian symbol of sovereignty, has now become a grave for the much-revered king. 

Khayy"mÕs ubi sunt extends across three temporalities: first, the temporality of Bahr"mÕs reign, 

when the S"s"nian king excelled in capturing onagers and displaying his sovereign power; 

second, the intermediate temporality when the palace was reduced to ruins, and became a place 

of habitation for lions (sh!r) and of propagation for foxes (r(bah"n); third, the temporality of the 

poet who gazes on the past as on a foreign country. This third temporality has done the poetÕs 

work by burying the great king Bahr"m G#r, slayer of onagers (g(r ), now taken captive by a 

very different kind of g(r . Omar Khayy"mÕs ubi sunt is but one of many texts in this genre that 

relies for its meaning on an interplay of homonyms, a poetic device known in the Persian 

                                                        
361 Named for its association with the refrain ubi sunt qui ante nos in mundo fuere (where are they who have gone 
before us), the ubi sunt was a fertile ground of reflection in medieval Persian and Arabic literary culture as well as in 
the Latinate world. For the Arabic ubi sunt, see Carl Becker, ÒUbi sunt qui ante nos in mundo fuere,Ó in AufsŠtze zur 
Kultur- und Sprachgeschichte vornehmlich des Orients (Breslau: Marcus, 1916), 87-105 and Ibrahim al-Sinjilawi, 
ÒThe Lament for Fallen Cities,Ó (PhD diss: U Chicago, 1983). For a discussion more oriented to European traditions, 
see Mary Ellen Becker, ÒThe Ubi Sunt: Form, Theme, and Tradition (PhD Diss.: Arizona State University, 1981). 
362 ' "deq Hed"yat, Tar"nehayi Khayy"m (Tehr"n: J"v!d"n, 1352), 71, rub"c! 74.  
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tradition as jen"s. That this mode of verbal opposition occurs in so many ubi sunt texts indicates 

how the genreÕs poetics is premised on a linguistic opposition that expresses itself in temporal 

terms.  

Even before poets turned their mind to the task of representing the ruins of Ctesiphon, 

orators such as the famous Muctazili leader W"$il b. cA!"Õ (d. 748) had already engaged with this 

image to suggest the fleetingness of worldly power. ÒWhere are the kings,Ó asked W"$il b. cA!"Õ, 

Òwho built Mad"Õin?Ó He continued with a list of their accomplishments meant to impress on his 

auditors the greatness of royal sovereignty: 

And strengthened palaces and fortified gates?ÉAnd trained purebred horses?  
And possessed all the lands?ÉThis worldÉcrushed them with its breast, it  
chomped on them with its canines. It gave them in exchange for vast space,  
narrow confines; for might, humility; for life, perishing. They went to reside  
in graves. Maggots ate them. They became such that you see only their  
abodes [mas"kanahum], and you find only their signposts [macalimahum]É  
You do not hear a single sound from them.363  

 
Ferdows! recycled the MuctaziliÕs oratorical evocations of sovereign powerÕs demise in a speech 

delivered by Ardash!r (r. 379-383) in the Sh"hn"ma to the Persian ruling elite:  

!"# $ %&# &' (&)*+' (, &-. 
!"#$%&'( )*+*,- ). /01 
!"#$%&'( &')*+, !% -.( 

!"#$ %&'( ) *"#+"#$ !, -./ 
!" #!$!%& '()*+ #, !-$ 

!" #!$!% & #'()*+ #, !-$ 
!"# $ %&'() *+,-. /(# 012 

!"#$ %#&$ '() *+ ,$- ,./ 364 
 

Whether you are sh"h, or subject 
no other resting place will be yours other than the dark earth. 

Where are the mighty one with their thrones and crowns? 
Where are the horsemen elated with victory? 
Where those bold and intelligent warriors? 
Where those valiant and exalted chieftains? 

                                                        
363 I cite, with minor modifications, from the translation of Tahera Qutbuddin, ÒKhutba,Ó in Beatrice Gruendler and 
Michael Cooperson (eds.), Classical Arabic Humanities in Their Own Terms (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 267. The Arabic 
text is here and in A!mad Zak" ' afwat, Jamharat khu!ab al-carab f! l-cu#(r al -carabiyya al-z"hira (Beir#t: Dar al-
Matbucat al-cArabiyah, 1933), 2:501-3, No. 475. 
364 Sh"hn"ma, 1504. 
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Their only pallet now is the earth and a few bricksÑ  
they are happy with their fame. 

 
 Ferdows!Õs text corresponds most closely to the ubi sunt as a genre in offering a Persian 

parallel (koj") to the Latin refrain. From the reflections of W"$il b. cA!"Õ to al-Bu( tur! to 

Khayy"m and Ferdows! one point emerges clearly: worldly power, these authors argue in 

anticipation of Kh!q!n"Õs political poetics of ruins, yields to poetryÕs comprehensive 

sovereignty. This uneven balance of power leads al-Bu( tur! to conclude his qa$!da with an 

appeal to human equality: ÒI find myself thereafter completely enamored / by noble men of every 

race and originÓ (v. 56).  

The equalizations inflicted by time onto the Persian, Arabic, and globally medieval ubi 

sunt were fully absorbed by Kh!q!n"Õs prison poetics. As the preeminent poet of incarceration, 

Kh!q!n" grafted onto the ubi sunt his innovative aesthetics of incarceration. When Kh!q!n" set 

out to compose his qa$!da on the ruins of Nush!rw"nÕs palace, he had already composed the six 

prison poems that refashioned his poetic persona within a prophetic lineage and laid out the 

terms of his argument for poetryÕs discursive sovereignty. As we saw from the qi!ceh on the 

accession to the throne of al-Mustanjid and in the qa$!das referencing Ab# Lahab and cAl! , and 

beginning ÒI am Kh!q!n", beloved by God,Ó licit magic had become the poetÕs chosen medium. 

The superiority of the vatic utterance had been argued out through the topos of incarceration.   

 The Mad"Õin qa$!da is therefore a late work in every sense. Firstly, it arrives 

chronologically late in Kh!q!n"Õs career. Secondly, it attests to a mature stage in the poetÕs 

reflection on the nature of poetry. Thirdly, it was written at a juncture in the poetÕs life when he 

had nothing to lose by critiquing the regime that had him incarcerated. The process through 

which poetic speech became sovereign had nearly attained its fulfillment, bringing closure to the 



 

 

214 

 

prison poem in this particular moment of its historical trajectory. Kh!q!n"Õs poem is a thrillingly 

incautious attempt by a court poet to cognize the full extent of his entanglement with his patronÕs 

corruption and of the poetÕs dependency on corrupt forms of power. It represents an unequivocal 

argument for the discursively sovereign status of the poet as cosmic arbiter and of poetry as a 

vatic statement. Explicitely and implicitely, through poetic devices, the Mad"Õin qa$!da suggests 

that the poet will ultimately inherit the kingdom the sultan has been unable to conquer.   

 The majority of Kh!q!n"Õs poem moves wholly within the ubi sunt idiom. As Johannes 

Huizinga and Carl Becker argued a century ago, this idiom stems from the Òever present theme 

of deathÓ characteristic of the middle ages globally, and pertains well beyond any specific 

national tradition.365 Kh!q!n" pays homage to the temporal contrasts the ubi sunt was created to 

elucidate when he asks in v. 13 ÒWhat is there to be surprised about [che cajab d"r!]? In the 

worldÕs garden / the owl follows the nightingale [bulbul] just as a lament [n( ' eh] follows a sweet 

song [al-' "n]Ó. Kh!q!n" departs from the ubi suntÕs emphasis on the fleetingness of worldly 

power and the eternal repetition of birth and death, anticipating and indeed superseding the 

genreÕs later practitioners, when the focus shifts in the second section (vv. 26-35).366  

Instead of offering a panorama of the ruins, the poet turns to history. His poetic discourse 

differs from the historical chronicle in that the poetÕs history is not fashioned for regal 

consumption. Instead of chronicling the glories achieved by S"s"nian kings, but in terms 

                                                        
365On the ubi sunt as a medeival genre, see J. Huizinga, The Waning of the Middle Ages (Garden City: Anchor-
Doubleday, 1954), 139 and Becker, ÒUbi sunt qui ante nos in mundo fuereÓ. This claim for the specifically medieval 
nature of the ubi sunt may be challenged by early modern European texts such as Fran•ois VillonÕs ÒBallade des 
Dames du Temps JadisÓ (c. 1461) and Jorge ManriqueÕs ÒCoplas a la muerte de su padreÓ (c. 1477).  
366 As Clinton has noted, the majority of readings of Kh!q!n"Õs Mad!Õin qa$!da (including that proposed by the 
editors of Ir" nshahr) end here, causing readers to forget the powerful critique of sovereign power that transpires 
over the rest of the poem and impoverishing this textÕs reception history. For a recent example of how the Mad"Õin 
qa$!da is treated in modern Iranian historiography as a proto-nationalist appeal to lost S"s"nian glory, see Mehd! 
MaÕkh#z!, 1tash andar chang (Tehr"n: Sukhan, 1388). 
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consistent with the aesthetics of incarceration, Kh!q!n" confronts his readers with an ugly 

depiction of royal sovereigntyÕs impact on itself and on the world. The perception that power can 

be intrinsically flawed and unworthy of admiration is one consequence of the Kh!q!n"an 

aesthetics of incarceration adumbrated in his previous prison poems. The opening bayt of the 

Mad"Õin qa$!da, which is not a prison poem but constitutes the genreÕs epitaph, calls for the 

discursive transformation of sovereignty that his prison poems had sought to actualize. The 

lesson (cibrat) Kh!q!n" instructs the reader to learn from the ruins is the text of his own poem, a 

mirror ("yineh) to the passage of time:  

!" #$ %& '()!"# $% &'( )*+, -. $/0 1&  
!"#$% &' ()&*+ ,&-$& !"# $%&' (  

Make a lesson in your heart from this image: 
Know that the ruins of Mad!Õin are a mirrorÕs lesson 

This distich simultaneously addresses the poet and the regime that determines the conditions of 

the poetÕs literary activity. This duality of address is a hallmark of the classical Persian aesthetics 

of incarceration, wherein unmitigated calls for revolution would have possessed little cogency, 

and the most effective forms of political critique employed a poetics of indirection: prison poems 

inverted, subverted, parodied and transformed panegyric genres instead of rejecting them.  

We have witnessed this duality of address as well as of intention in the first recorded 

prison poem, by Masc!d Sacd addressed to Sul!"n Ibr"h#m, concerning the poetÕs attempted 

desertion to Maliksh"h. As we saw in chapter two, this rub"c! (dubayt!) was introduced to Persian 

literature by Ni!"m# cAr! &! as the inaugural prison poem. It was the text through which the term 

!abs!yy"t was coined for Persian literary history. While Ni!"m# cAr! &! formalized the literary 

genre of the prison poem through his engagement with Masc!d SacdÕs poetics, in greater 

geographic proximity to Kh!q!n", Falak" of Shirw!n situated his contribution to the aesthetics of 
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incarceration with a similarly ambiguous duality of address crystallized by the Persian term 

cibrat (lesson). In opening his Mad"Õin qa$!da, Kh!q!n" instructs himself and his readers to make 

an cibrat from the ruins of Mad"Õin. A few decades earlier, Falak! had compared his poetic 

utterance to an cibrat that laid claim to an authority denied him by his political milieu:  

!"# $%& '( )*+, -./0 1*2 
!"#$ %&'()*+ &', -./+ 01 

 (7:14)  
 

My weapon is my speech, 
though I donÕt get respect for this speech.  

 
The parallel prison poems of Kh!q!n" and Falak" show how, written into the very history of the 

prison poem genre is a contract (in JamesonÕs sense) with a temporality that rejects the 

sovereignty of worldly power. If cUmarÕs Covenant is the paradigmatic contract legitimating 

oppression in the medieval Islamic world, the prison poem genre is the paradigmatic contract 

authorizing its contestation. Just as Kh!q!n" protested the terms of the dhimm! covenant by 

refusing to pass as Christian publicly while laying claim to a Nestorian Christian identity in his 

verse, so did the prison poem genre protest the distribution of sovereignty in the medieval world 

by transferring prophecy, and prophecyÕs concomitant authority, to the poet. Duality of 

addressÑ whether through apostrophe, !h"m, or other forms of allusivenessÑ is the basic strategy 

through which the prison poemÕs genre contract is validated. In terms of the aesthetics of 

incarceration, cibrat is one of many means through which medieval Persian prison poets 

activated the political aesthetics intrinsic to their genreÕs ideology of form. 

From the line ÒThe earth is drunk. It has drunken deepÓ (v. 26) onwards the medieval ubi 

sunt idiom is transformed by this-worldly critique. This post-prison prison poem is less 

concerned with the fleetingness of time than with the crimes kings inflict on posterity. Instead of 
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merely underscoring human morality, the poet states that the earth is drunk (mast) with the blood 

of Nush!rw"n that flows from his sonÕs cup. Inasmuch as cups are normally bearers of regal 

power and not vessels for human blood, the double entendre on pand (advice, bird) that follows:  

!"#$ %&' ()* &+ ,-./ 01+ ,2 "3$ 4+ 
!"#$% &'( )*+ ,- !.$/0 1(.2 3$% 34 

 
So much counsel [pand] shined from his crown 

that now one hundred birds [pand] are eating his brains secretly. 
 

clinches the case. The sovereignty dealt with here is anything but glorious. This form of late 

S"s"nian power breeds death in its most grotesque form, rendered here by the specter of birds 

(literally, kites) feasting on the brains of the glorious Nush!rw"n. Kh!q!n"Õs !h"m on pandÑ as 

indicated in the translation above, the word is used both in the sense of counsel and to refer to 

birds who feast on human fleshÑ threatens to destabilize the entire social order on which 

medieval kingship is founded. The very principle of kingship that, in other texts and genres, 

particularly in the mirrors-for-princes prescribing conduct (akhl"q) discussed in chapter six, 

constitutes the very crux of the socio-political order, is reduced in this late qa$!da to an animal 

feasting on flesh.  

Kh!q!n" Õs literary immortality was established with the !h"m on pand alone, but the 

aesthetics of incarceration to which he had committed himself was unsatisfied with this 

achievement. In v. 30, there is a brief return to the ubi sunt genre with the rhetorical question 

Òwhere have they gone (koj" raftand)?Ó Exceptionally, the poet answers his rhetorical question. 

When kings dies, their bodies go somewhere, and it is not to heaven:  the earthÕs belly, the poet 

says is pregnant (abest"n) with the flesh of the royal deceased. Then follows a series of 

observations that fulfill Walter BenjaminÕs insight that genres are only realized in the act of their 

transgression. Whereas Samuel Johnson had argued that that every new innovation Òsubverts the 



 

 

218 

 

rules which the practice of foregoing authors had established,Ó Benjamin had gone even further, 

pointing out that the most significant works fall outside the boundaries of genre. And yet, a text 

that has transcended a genre is nonetheless accountable to it. ÒA major work either establishes a 

genre [Gattung] or abolishes it,Ó argued Benjamin. ÒA perfect work does both.Ó367 As 

simultaneously an exemplar of its genre and as its antithetical culmination, written now long 

after Kh!q!n" has been liberated from his prison cell, the Mad"Õin qa$!da corresponds to the 

Benjaminian vision of a perfect literary work that fulfills the genre contract through by violating 

its norms. 

 ÒGiving birth [z"y!dan] is difficult,Ó says the poet, Òbut sowing seed [notfeh s(t(dan] is 

easyÓ. In addition to work they perform on the prison poem, these words at once transgress the 

thematic focus of the ubi sunt, as exemplified by al-Bu( tur!, Ferdows!, and Omar Khayy"m, and 

alter the genreÕs substance. Suddenly, the poetÕs subject is less the fleetingness of earthly life 

than poetryÕs sovereignty. Those who give their bodies to the earth, including the deceased kings 

Nush!rw"n and Hormuz, are performing the weak, if  masculine, work that leads nowhere and 

culminates in nothing. Kh!q!n" by contrast lays claim to the work of giving birth, not in foolishly 

and indiscriminately sowing his sperm. This imagery recalls the river of sperm in prison poem 

six that Òfloods the wombÓ and Òbirths a pearl in the sea of meÓ (6: 52). Rather than feed his 

body to the earth by lusting after worldly glory, Kh!q!n" vows with his verse to create 

sovereignty from poetry. Fashioned in the idiom of the medieval ubi sunt, the qa$!daÕs final 

apostropheÑ ÒHow many tyrantsÕ bodies [tan-i jabb"r"n ] has the earth eaten so far?Ó (v. 34)Ñ

signals the end of the ideology of Kh!q!n"Õs literary form. It also signals the perpetuation of 

                                                        
367 Walter Benjamin, Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels, ed. Rolf Tiedemann (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2000), 27. 
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poetryÕs discursive sovereignty, for the cycle that cannibalizes the kingÕs power knows no end. 

The voracious earth will never be satiated (s!r nashod) by human blood. 

 Other poets in the ubi sunt mode place a cosmic valuation on the fleetingness of worldly 

power. Whereas prior (and future) poets would use the genreÕs refrain (Ubi sunt qui ante nos in 

mundo fuere?) to suggest that nothing on earth is permanent and to present life as a shadow 

among shadows, Kh!q!n" offers a counterweight to a corrupt kingship. Pace Clinton, the best 

reader of this text at present, Kh!q!n"Õs alternative is more inspired by poetryÕs discursive 

sovereignty than by religious piety. Inaugurating section three (vv. 36-42) with an apostrophe to 

himself, the poet instructs himself to learn the lesson (cibrat) of Nush!rw"nÕs court, in the 

expectation that the balance of power between the poet and his patron await imminent reversal. 

The mi$r"c that follows even more explicitly reverses the balance of power between poet and 

ruler:  

!"#$ %&'(  )%*+ ,-.'/ 01 23 04251 
!"#$ %&#' ()*+ ,%-. ./ 0 1/23!  

 
If today the hungry one seeks food from the sul!"n, 

tomorrow the sul!"n will seek food from the hungry one. 
 
 To translate literallyÑ rendering rend! by ÒbeggarÓ rather than Òhungry oneÓÑ would be 

to obscure the reversal of all social arrangements brought about by the poetÕs intervening in the 

worldÕs order. Calling his qa$!da a q!"ceh (fragment), Kh!q!n" activates his miracle-working 

capacities, attributing the licit magic he lay claim to through the corpus of his prison poems, once 

again to this poem that brings closure to the genre he helped to transform:  

!"#$ %&' ()* +, +-./ 01# $2 +3 (456 
!"#$%& '(& )*+,- .$/0- !"#$ %&'( )  

 
Observe in this q!"ceh, how the licit magic [si!r -i ! al"l ] moves: 

a dead man, with the heart of Christ, a madman with a wise mind. 
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If Kh!q!n" were to narratives his own contribution to the aesthetics of incarceration, he would 

have concluded with this poem, which forecasts an end to the very necessity of political 

opposition, inasmuch as it has documented poetryÕs discursive sovereignty. Whereas in the 

Christian qa$!da, as in Kh"q"n!Õs five other prison poems, the poet stood in need of his patron 

just as his patron stood in need of the poet, the Mad"Õin qa$!da looks to a moment when this 

relationship of dependency has become obsolete. Born from within the patronage nexus, the 

prison poem surpasses these social horizons by envisioning a world in which the material 

sovereignty of kingship cannot compete with poetryÕs discursive sovereignty. Were this vision to 

be fulfilled, then the prison poem itself would become obsolete, because it would be impossible 

for a ruler to imprison a poet who wields greater power than himself. However, within the 

context of Kh!q!n"an poetics, this vision remains necessarily propositional. 

 Having studied the appropriation of prophecy by prison poetry, its subsequent apotheosis 

in its polemical reiteration of cUmarÕs Covenant, and, finally, its fulfillment in a poetics of ruins 

that foregrounds the transience of kingly sovereignty, we are in a position to conclude this 

analysis of Kh!q!n"Õs contribution to prison poem poetics. Licit magic merges with the prison 

poemÕs Christology in the Mad"Õin qa$!da, where the poet figures himself as a dead man with the 

heart of Christ who knows how to speak the truth to power. In the Mad"Õin qa$!daÕs concluding 

verse, the poet, driven to madness by kingly corruption as much as by his incarceration, suddenly 

discovers the freedom of his voice, which is constituted by poetryÕs discursive sovereignty.   

If the Christian qa$!da defined the political terms of the prison poem through an 

oppositional aesthetics, then the Mad"Õin qa$!da shaped the genreÕs itinerary through an 

aesthetics of ruins. The Mad"Õin qa$!da fulfills  the conditions that made the prison poem 
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necessary in setting forth a conception of poetryÕs sovereignty. Poetry is the court from which 

the sultan will seek the nourishment (t(sheh) and counsel (dary(ze) of those he is mandated to 

protect (v. 37-8). The legitimacy of the sultanÕs sovereignty is a function of his ability to heed 

the advice of his poets. Just as the mirrors-for-princes texts that laid out the parameters of 

medieval kingship instructed princes to heed the lessons that would later assist in the 

consolidation of sovereignty, here the poet instructs himself to learn from the rulerÕs mistakes 

how the poet can emerge triumphant, carving out for himself a discursive sovereign that trumps 

even those forms of power adumbrated in akhl"q.  

The Mad"Õin qa$!da carries out an extended engagement with the historical record. It 

revises well-wrought tales of kingly glory, including those found in the Sh"hn"ma, in the service 

of an aesthetics of incarceration that treat the poet, not the king, as its aesthetic object. As a court 

poet, Kh!q!n" knew that his only path to success lay though the court. But he also knew that, in 

the twelfth as in the twenty-first century, such paths were paved with hypocrisy at best and 

bloodshed at worst. The prison poetÕs twilight vision of a voracious earth pregnant with a bloody 

S"s"nian lineage attests to his awareness of the dialectic between material power and discursive 

sovereignty. Rather than seek to purify his poetry from power, however, the poet claims for his 

poetry the authority that had hitherto sustained empires. He replaces sacralized Persian kingship 

and the sultanÕs discretionary power with the vatic idiom of poetry.  

By the end of Kh!q!n"Õs poem, we have moved considerably beyond al-Bu( tur!Õs 

companion text. Al-Bu( tur! excused the travesties promulgated at Mad"Õin by invading Arab 

armies in 637 CE with reference to the basic fallibility of human nature. He shed Òtears of 
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affection for the cycles of historyÓ with seeking an alternative to this hopeless tale of woe.368 

Kh!q!n" shed no tears for anyone, including the S"s"nian kings, the Arab dynasties that 

followed, or, especially, his incarcerated self. Situated as it is firmly within the genre of prison 

poetry, albeit at the moment of its obsolescence, the Mad"Õin qa$!daÕs poetics of ruins 

simultaneously celebrates and overcomes the poetÕs incarceration.  

Over the course of his work and especially through his engagement with the topoi of 

incarceration, Kh!q!n" demonstrated poetryÕs discursive superiority to other discourses, genres, 

and forms of power. He politicized Masc!d SacdÕs lyric incapacitation into an epic argument for 

poetic authority. As Kh!q!n" gleaned his lessons from a notoriously wide range of sources, it is 

not beyond the pale of possibility that he encountered, in an Arabic version of the Christian 

gospels that would have been widely used by Nestorian Christians, the statement that Jesus 

appropriated from the Psalms to clarify the terms of his new discursive order: ÒThe stone that the 

builders rejected will become the chief cornerstoneÓ (Psalms 118:22: Luke 20: 17).  

With the appropriate modificationsÑ substituting JesusÕ prophetic authority for the poetÕs 

visionÑ this words describe perfectly the discursive appropriation Kh!q!n"Õs prison poetics 

performed. The Shirw"n poet created a new order by appropriating discursive instruments to 

which his predecessors, who deemed themselves in possession of a monopoly on power, were 

compelled to yield over the lengthy course of historical time. From the battlements of 7w"n 

Kisr", rendered in terms evocative of to the toothless mouths and mouthless teeth speaking from 

hallowed-out skulls of prison poem two, Kh!q!n" predicted that the kings wielded no longer 

viable forms of sovereignty would constitute the audience for his newly-attained discursive 

                                                        
368 I refer to Samer M. Ali, ÒReinterpreting Al-Bu( tur!Õs 7w"n Kisr" OdeÓ. 
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sovereignty. ÒYou are dust,Ó the poet stated from the utopian location of his post-incarcerational, 

discursively-attained, freedom, ÒWe are now your earthÓ (v. 11).  
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Chapter 6 

 
DISCURSIVE SOVEREIGNTY AND MATERIAL POWER  

 
 

 ÒIt was in response to the discrepancy between the ideal and the real in the Islamic 

state,Ó writes Fawzi Najjar of the political transformations that took place in eleventh and twelfth 

century, Òthat the jurists developed their constitutional theories, articulating a model of the siy"sa 

sharc!yya, which reflected the form, if not the substance, of the ideal community.Ó369 Measured 

against this bifurcation between the ideal and the real, Baber JohansenÕs assertion that the 

twelfth-century marks the moment when Islamic legal theorists first began to use siy"sa, the 

basic term for governance, as a synonym for discretionary punishment (tacz!r), resonates with 

implications for the political history of the prison poem, and explains the paradox of the genreÕs 

rapid and geographically expansive dissemination.370 This chapter examines the relation between 

twelfth-century Persian political theoryÕs articulation of discretionary power and the material 

forms of punishment that attended its philosophical speculations. Najjar has conclusively 

demonstrated that siy"sa was refashioned during the eleventh and twelfth centuries to address 

what Spuler calls the ÒdisintegrationÓ of caliphal power, but the question of how these political 

changes were registered aesthetically has yet to be taken up scholarship in sustained fashion.371 

Recognizing that siy"sa was brought into closer association with punishment (tacz!r) during this 

                                                        
369 Fawzi Najjar, ÒSiy"sa in Islamic Political Thought,Ó in Michael E. Marmura, ed., Islamic Theology and 
Philosophy (Albany: SUNY Press, 1984), 92Ð110; Bernard Lewis, ÒSiy"sa,Ó in A.H. Green, ed., In Quest of an 
Islamic Humanism (Cairo: American U. of Cairo Press, 1984), 95. 
370 Baber Johansen, ÒEigentum, Familie und Obrigkeit,Ó 54. Johansen cites Burhan al-D!n al-Farghani al-
MarghinaniÕs (d. 1197) Al-Hedaya (The Guide) as offering the first instance of this merger in the history of Islamic 
jurisprudence.  
371 Spuler, ÒDisintegration of the Caliphate in the East.Ó   
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period, this chapter seeks to clarify what this means for the prison poemÕs transmutation of 

empirical experience into literary form. 

To prevent the interruption of caliphal continuity from undermining the entire Islamic 

system, a political ethic based on siy"sa was developed to direct political energy into secular 

channels. In response to this shift in authority and the concomitantly greater emphasis on 

discretionary punishment, an aesthetic based on incarceration was honed to bring into relief the 

gap between the theory of power and its practice. Political life in Ghaznavid and Salj#q polities 

was dominated by a form of power newly associated with corruption and newly haunted by the 

need to present itself as a legitimate inheritor of a mantle that could never be passed on with full 

legitimacy, given what multiple scholars have referred to as the Òsuccession crisisÓ that is the 

birth scene of Islamic history.372 The prison poem was disseminated partly in response to this 

newly corrupted power, and was prized for its ability to register the decline of sacral sovereignty 

and to adjudicate over the shift in power from sultan to poet.  

Drawing on the scholarship of Omid Safi, H.K. Sherwani, and Aziz al-Azmeh, each of 

whom has, together with Najjar and Johansen, illuminated medieval Islamic political theoryÕs 

conceptualizations of sovereignty, this chapter studies two Persian political treatises that presided 

over the prison poemÕs birth while siy"sa was being transformed. The first text is known 

alternately as Conduct of Kings (Siyyar al-Mul(k) or, alternately, as the Book of Governance 

(Siy"satn"ma). It is a text that scholars have only recently learned was partially composed by 

Am!r cAbdollah Mu!ammad Mucizz! (1028-1125), one of the most important panegyric poets of 

                                                        
372 To summarize this literature would effectively mean surveying millennia of scholarship on the most central 
theme in Islamic history. The brief treatment of this issue here only intends to cognize the implications of the 
succession crisis for the advent and dissemination of the prison poem and for its articulation of discursive 
sovereignty. For a succinct attempt to relate the succession crisis in the medieval Islamic world to the production of 
sectarian difference, see Farhad Daftary, Ismailis in Medieval Muslim societies (London: I.B. Tauris, 2005), 5.  
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the eleventh-twelfth century. The analysis offered here therefore serves an auxiliary aim of 

resituating a text that has for too long been associated with the only one of its two authors.373 The 

second text, Four Discourses (Chah!r Maq!la ) by Ni!"m# cAru&!, was introduced in chapter two 

as the first work in Persian literary history to elaborate an aesthetics of incarceration in the lyric 

mode. Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs text is here studied in tandem with Conduct of Kings for its mediation 

between material and discursive sovereignty that helped situate the prison poem in the social-

political landscape of twelfth-century Eastern Islamic polities. 

GENERATING DISCURSIVE SOVEREIGNTY UNDER THE SALJ:Q S 

The Salj#qs were to Western Asia what the Ghaznavids were to the Eastern Islamic 

world: a political force that introduced a mode of governance that was to undo what the 

cAbb"sids and B#yids had done in the preceding centuries. In tracking the transformation of 

these changing political structures, scholars such as Sherwani emphasize the actions of ) lp 

Arsl"n (r. 1063-1072), who astonished his contemporaries through his conquests of Armenia and 

Georgia and his victory over Byzantine forces at the battle of Mel"zgird (also known as 

Manzikert, 1071).374 But the protagonist of this narrative concerning the transformation of 

material power into discursive sovereignty is )lp Arsl"nÕs son Maliksh"h (r. 1074-1092), the 

patron of Mucizz!. For Edward Gibbon, Maliksh"h was a ÒbarbarianÓ who Òby his personal merit, 

and the extent of his empire, was the greatest prince of his age.Ó375   

The vast majority of Mucizz!Õs output is devoted to panegyrics in praise of )lp Ar sl"n, 

Maliksh"h, or Sanjar. Mucizz!Õs d!w"n additionally contains a smaller number of qa$!das 

                                                        
373 For recent studies conforming to this tradition, see Neguin Yavari, ÒMirrors for Princes Reconsidered,Ó Al-Masaq 
20.1 (2008): 47-69 and idem, ÒNizam Al-Mulk RememberedÓ (PhD diss., Columbia University, 1992). 
374 Haroon Khan Sherwani, Studies in Muslim Political Thought and Administration2 (Lahore: Mu!ammad Ashraf, 
1945), 98; Spuler, ÒDisintegration of the Caliphate,Ó 150.  
375 Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, 4: 85.  
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addressed to Maliksh"hÕs vizier Ni!"m  al-Mulk, and one memorable elegy addressed to Masc!d 

Sacd, discussed below. Together with Mucizz!Õs relevance as a contemporary of the Lahore poet, 

Alexey KhismatulinÕs recent discovery that this most famous treatise in political theory written 

under Salj#q suzerainty was partially authored by Mucizz! (who later passed it off under Ni!"m 

al-MulkÕs name) enables us to approach his text for insights on political theory and poetic 

sovereignty in the period intervening between mu' dath (modernist) poetry and the twelfth-

century prison poem.376 According to Khismatulin, Mucizz! did not intend to conceal his identity 

from the manuscript; his name was transcribed by a copyist as Maghreb! (Westerner). Thanks to 

this scribal error, the name of the actual author of the bulk of Conduct of Kings was lost to 

posterity.377  

Conduct of Kings differs from the Arabic text that, by many accounts, marks the apex of 

its genre, al-M"ward!Õs Precepts of Sovereignty (A!k"m al -Sul!"niyya, 1030), in at least one 

crucial respect: whereas al-M"ward! mentions no patron, Mucizz! wrote explicitly in response to 

a patronÕs request. In beginning and ending with praise for the rulerÑ variously termed p!dish!h, 

sul!"n, mulk, and khod"wandÑ Mucizz!Õs text is inflected by patronage with an intensity 

unmatched by al-M"ward!Õs Precepts. This has implications for the poetÕs political theory and 

political cosmology. Mucizz! begins by conflating the orders of the p"dish"h with his own 

deepest desires, and declares his readiness to make of the p"dish"hÕs orders his own personal 

sovereign (!m"m). ÒThese commands [fa#lÕh" ] are written according to the desires of my heart,Ó 

                                                        
376 KhismatulinÕs groundbreaking arguments are spread over several articles: in Russian as the commentary 
appended to his translation of al-GhazaliÕs Kimiy"-ye sac"dat (St. Petersburg: Peterburgskoe Vostokovedenie, 
2007), 2: 315-67 [=English version: ÒHow to Forge a Book in the Medieval Ages,Ó Journal of Persianate Studies 1 
(2008): 30-66]; and in English as ÒThe Art of Medieval Counterfeiting,Ó Manuscripta Orientalia 14.1 (2008): 3-29.  
377 ÒHow to Forge a Book,Ó 53-4. According to this account, the confusion was caused by the omission of a single 
conluding dot that caused b! to be read in place of z!: !"#$   (Mucizz!) became  (Maghreb!)!"#$%. 
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the poet writes, ÒThere is nothing to add. I will make these writings [!n kit" b] my own, and act 

on that basis.Ó378 As is to be expected from the writings of the greatest panegyric poet of the 

Salj#q period, this statement attests unambiguously to Mucizz!Õs approval of the Sultanate mode 

of governance, and of the absolutization of power implied by the triad sal!anat, siy"sat, and 

tacz!r at this historical juncture.   

Not only does Mucizz! accept without reservation the ascription of the title sul"#n to his 

patronÑ an ascription that the caliph al-Musta!hir (r. 1094-1118) was at that time protestingÑ

the poet in fact elevates p"dish"h!Ñ the most common Persian term for power in texts ranging 

from Q"b(sn" ma (1082) to Four Discourses (1155)Ñ into a concept of the divine right of 

kingship that reaches back to pre-Islamic Persian and ancient Mesopotamian concepts of 

governance.379 Indeed, the foreword, the epilogue, the concluding qa!"da, and many of the textÕs 

chapters attest to a relation to political sovereignty unlike any found in the normative (a!k"m ) 

writings of the jurists (fuqah"Õ). 

Let us begin by considering the language of chapter (fa#l) one, addressed to Sul!"n 

Ghi"th al-Din (r. 1104-1117), son of Maliksh"h and step brother of Barkiy"ruq (r. 1094-1104), 

whom he succeeded after the latterÕs death. Al-Ghaz"l!Õs akhl"q manual Molten Gold (!ibr al -

                                                        
378 ! !"#$% .&'#() !* +, -. &'# -/0(1 2345 36789 -:; !"!"!"# !"# $%&'( )*& +, - ./+0 1*'( .23& &+,240 )*& )3 .!567  
(S!y"satn"ma, ed. Charles Schefer, [Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1891], 2) The primary meaning of fa#l in the context of 
chancellery writings is ÒdecisionÓ is demonstrated in detail by Khismatulin (ÒHow to Forge a Book,Ó 34-6) with 
reference to Bayhaq!Õs T" r!kh and al-Ghaz"l!Õs Na#!"at al-Mul(k . For kit"b in the sense of anything written down 
rather than simply Òbook,Ó see Gregor Schoeler, The Genesis of Literature in Islam (Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 
2009), 21.  
379 Montgomery Watt has carefully considered the forms of pre-Islamic kingship inherited by the cAbb"sids from 
local Mesopotamian culture in two of his major studies on Islamic theology: The Formative Period of Islamic 
Thought (Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 1973), esp. 46, 54, 170, and Islamic Philosophy and Theology (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh UP, 1985). In the latter work, Watt notes the Òlong tradition of divine kingshipÓ (21) in pre-Islamic Iraq 
which he associates with Semitic and Persianized Aramaens. 
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masb(k, also known as Na#!"at al-mul(k, and dated between 1105 and 1111380) was addressed to 

the same Ghi"th al-D!n who attracted Mucizz!Õs loyalty.381 (KhismatulinÕs reconstruction accords 

chronological precedence to Mucizz!Õs portion of Conduct of Kings.) The poet begins by asking 

for the grave (serruhu) of his patron, the ruler of the world [khod"wand-i c" lam] Ghi"th al-

Duny" wa-l-D!n, to be blessed in the afterlife (5). Khismatulin suggests that the poetÕs elated 

tone is stimulated by the recent ascension of Ghi"th al-D!n to the throne and his recognition by 

the  Baghdad Caliph as the head of the Salj#q Empire.382 Elated by his masterÕs victory, Mucizz! 

conflates p"dish"h and sul!"n. He invokes the rulerÕs suppression of rebellion in terms more 

strident than the a!k"m  genre had yet seen. ÒIn every age [har ca#r!],Ó writes Mucizz!, Òglorious 

God [!zad tac"l " ] appoints one [person] from among creation [miyon-i khalq] and endows him 

with the attributes of grace [honar!] and sovereignty [p"dish"h" n!]. [God] entrusts this person 

with the worldÕs welfare [ma#"lah-i jah"n] and with ensuring the tranquility ["r"m ] of GodÕs 

servants.Ó383   

Most important among the rulerÕs responsibilities is the task of guarding against 

corruption (fas"d), insurgency ("sh(b) and rebellion (fitna). Throughout Islamic political theory, 

this triumvirateÑ fas"d, "sh(b, and especially fitnaÑ presents the deepest challenge to the 

stability of the Islamic state. The most effective means of keeping the peace is by vesting in 

GodÕs chosen representative the qualities of awe (haybat) and majesty (!ishmat). Mucizz!Õs 

political theology, or at least that aspect of it he was willing to make visible to his patron, was 

                                                        
380 For the dating of Na#!"at al-Mul(k, see Patricia Crone, ÒDid al-Ghazali write a mirror for princes?Ó JSAI 10 
(1987): 167-197. 
381 Sherwani, 149, who notes that the authenticity of the attribution to al-Ghazali has been questioned. 
382 Khismatulin, 40. 
383 !! " #$%&'() *+, -./0 1! !2 34% 5(67(8 2#9! 3:.;< =&%!"#$ %&'!() * +",&' %-./.0".1 2./#3/ %4 !(*!" !"# $% &'(")# *$%+ ! &',- ./'01 .

 !"#$% &' ()"$*+,- ./01 234 5 &67# 8# 5" 9:3; 5 9<=> 5 ()#$?  @*+-5(- @A*B 5 CDEF 5 #&+B 8# 5 #(A- G&-!"#!  ! "#$%&'()*%+,-!% ! ."/
  !"#$% &' ()*+   (5) 
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based on the assumption that the best way to prevent fitna was by propagating fear. A further 

injunction follows to resort to whatever means necessary to suppress potential rebels. Mucizz! 

suggests that anyone who rebels against the ruler of the world (khod"wand-i cal" m) will face 

cuqubat, a term ranging in meaning from torture to legal punishment. For anyone lacking in 

obedience (!" cat) to the commands (farm"nÕh"!) of the ruler, it is guaranteed that God (! aqq 

tac"l " ) will inflict on him the punishment (cuq(bat) that is shar!caÕs only appropriate 

recompense.384  

Failing political regimes, the poet informs us, are marked by the withdrawal of beneficent 

power (p"dish"h! n!k), the pursuit of war through the drawing of swords and the shedding of 

blood, and the temporary victory of brute power. Such violence is treated by the poet as a 

purification ritual necessary to reestablish justice. Mucizz! proposes a fascinating analogy 

between a forest fireÕs conflagration, which spreads through contact and burns (bes(zad) 

everything moist, due to its proximity (moj" varat) to that which is dry. During a rebellion, death 

spreads like this fire causing the guilty (gun"hk"r"n ) to die. Far from requiring ethical 

justification, political suffering occurs through an arbitrary system that fosters guilt by 

association. Politics is thereby divorced from ethics in Mucizz!Õs political theology through the 

same process by which discretionary power (sal!anat) is made to replace sacral kingship 

(khal!fa).  

Political catastrophe also witnesses the rise to prominence of an individual whom God 

has chosen to rule the Islamic world. Mucizz! laconically calls this person Òthe oneÓ (yek!, 6). 

                                                        
384 !"#$ %& '!&!" #$"%& %' ()!*+,-. / (0!123 4! !" # $%&' ()*+ !,-./!" #$%&'( )*+,-% ./ -01&2 3 -,4 -,-5 #6*78 9: ;*<=*>!   !" !"#$%#&

!" #$%&'()* .+,&- .$(/0 .$'" 10 2'3 !" #$%& !&#'()'*+ !" ', $*- ./) $)&01 234)4, 506 789 &# 2- 4) : $;" 2<=;# '>%01 : ?$@A- BC<!"#$% 
 !"# $! "#$%&' () *+, -. /%'#01 23! 4#56 7 8'9: ;<= >?3(!" !"# $% & '$()* +,- ./,* 012 3456 .!"#$%&  !" #$% &'$() *+,

  !"# $%&"'()(5Ñ 6). 
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God has granted this individual unique powers of discernment (caql) and erudition (cilm)Ñ a 

detail that incidentally jars against what is known regarding the illiteracy at the highest levels of 

the Salj#q dynasty.385 Mucizz!Õs ascription of learning to a ruler with a reputation for illiteracy 

shows how the poet sought with his panegyric to inscribe his regnant sovereign in the image of 

an erstwhile sovereign: himself. Relying on his discernment and erudition, this chosen individual 

will  select ministers and functionaries (khidmatk"r"n) within his administration to help him 

conduct the spiritual (d!n!) and worldly (dunyaw!) affairs (muhemm"t) of the state.  

The stipulations concerning the ideal sovereign that follow jar against the normative 

strictures of a!k"m  writings. Not only does the p"dish"hÑ the most common term used in the 

text to refer to the sovereignÑ possess God-given powers of discernment (caql) and erudition 

(cilm); he also possesses God-like powers that al-M"ward!Õs !m"m lacked. The p"dish"hÕs 

uniqueness is indicated through a series of comparisons linking kingship to light in its various 

morphologiesÑ including fire (" tesh) and candle (shamc)Ñ and the capacity for giving 

enlightenment (rawshan). We have already encountered the first comparison to a rebellion 

wherein death spreads like fire. The majority of Mucizz!Õs comparisons between sovereignty and 

light are however reserved for the final paragraphs of the poetÕs discourse on power. He informs 

his patron that the ministers who serve in his administration dwell in the shadow of the kingsÕ 

justice (sayeh-i cadl). Repeating a phrase that also occurs in the parallel section on power in 

Q"b(sn"ma, Mucizz! asserts that deserving government ministers in his administration will 

awaken from the Òsleep of ignoranceÓ (khw"b-i ghaflat, 6). Otherwise they will merit 

punishment commensurate with their crimes (be miqd"r-i jurm-i !sh"n). According to what 

                                                        
385 Julie Scott Meisami, Persian Historiography to the End of the Twelfth Century  (Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 
1999), 143. 
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authority is this punishment adjudicated? Relying on ancient Persian semantic associations 

between light, justice, divinity, and power, the comparisons that follow go some distance to 

answering this question. The key locus is the Old Persian farnah / Avest"n khwarenah, which 

entered New Persian as farr. Farr figures heavily in, among other New Persian texts, Ferdows!Õs 

Sh"hn"ma.  

As with all medieval Persian appropriations of ancient Persian legacies, Mucizz!Õs 

understanding of pre-Islamic Persian religious systems was imperfect. Notwithstanding a certain 

vagueness in his recounting of specific pre-Islamic stories typical of his age, there is much 

continuity between the multiple semantic equations made in his portion of Conduct of Kings 

between sovereignty and light and the original meaning of farnah.386 The latter has been glossed 

as divine fortune, cosmic munificence, fame and glory, and, finally, as the Òluminous nimbus 

surrounding the heads of heroes, especially kings.Ó As early as the Avest"  (first committed to 

writing circa 500 CE but likely much older), farnah was regarded as an Òindispensable 

qualification for kingship.Ó387 Five kinds of fire are distinguished in the Avest" and later 

commentaries: the fire of the temple, and in everyday usage (berezisavah); the fire in human 

bodies and animals (vohufry"na); the fire in plants (urv"zishta), the fire in clouds (v"zishta), and 

the fire that burns in paradise in front of the Zoroastrian God, Ah#r" Mazd" (spenishta). As 

                                                        
386 Amir H. Siddiqi is opposed to the conflation of Mucizz!Õs Persianate ideal with S"s"nian norms. He notes that 
pre-Islamic Persian kings such as Khusrow II called themselves gods and considered themselves above the law, 
whereas the Sultan is, in Mucizz!Õs account, bound to follow shar!ca (Siddiqi, Caliphate and Kingship in Medieval 
Persia, Philadelphia: Porcupine Press, 1977, 85). On the other hand, the break between S"s"nian and medieval 
Persian political ideals should not be used to obscure the radical break between al-M"ward! and Mucizz!.  
387 Oktor Skj¾rv¿, Introduction to Zoroastrianism (unpublished reader for ÒEarly Iranian CivilizationsÓ course, 
Harvard U, 2006), 25. For the relevant chapter from the Avesta dealing with khwarnah, see Yasht 19, ÒTo The Earth 
And The Divine FortuneÓ (Skj¾rv¿ trans., 112-119). In dating of the Avesta, I follow Skj¾rv¿, 2.  
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Christensen explains in his classic study of the S"s"nian social order, this last type of fire is 

equivalent to farnah, Òla Gloire qui accompagne les rois aryens lŽgitimes.Ó388  

The literal sense of farr as a luminous nimbus is lost in Mucizz! but traces remain of the 

concept when he proposes a remarkable genealogy for Sul!"n Ghi"th al-D!n, from the lineage of 

the Turanian king )fr"s!y"b, as contained in the Sh"hn"ma as well as in a host of earlier, no 

longer extant, Pahlavi texts. As one of the earliest such presentations on record, Mucizz!Õs 

genealogy for his patron marks a moment in the history of Islamicate political thought and state 

organization when caliphal sovereignty had yielded almost entirely to the new form of power 

that accompanied the prison poem. This new power was attended by what Omid Safi describes, 

deliberately relating the Foucauldian account of carceral power to the Salj#q polity administered 

by Ni!"m al-Mulk, as systems of Òsurveillance and reconnaissance.Ó389   

In Mucizz!Õs present, the caliph exists only as a relic from the past. On the single occasion 

when Mucizz! explicitly contrasts the caliph (khal!fa) with the sovereign (p"dish"h) and his 

dominion (mulk), it is to an institution evoking the days before Islam was consolidated by the 

state. ÒIn the days of the caliphs,Ó writes the poet, Òwhen their domains [mul(k] were extended, 

their hearts were never free from rebellion and sectarianism [khur(j-i khaw"ri j].Ó The Khaw"rij 

of early Islam were aligned in the later medieval Islamic imagination with the Hashshashin 

(Assassins), a group which had recently killed Mucizz!Õs co-author Ni!"m al-Mulk, along with 

their patron, Maliksh"h. Although scholarly confusion concerning the actual authorship of the 

                                                        
388 For an explication of the five types of fire, based on Yasht 17.11, and the Bundahishn commentary, see A. 
Christensen, L 'Iran sous les Sassanides2 (Copenhagen: Ejnar Munksgaard, 1944), 146, and the entire chapter, ÒLe 
zoroastrisme religion dÕƒtat,Ó 141-178.  
389 Omid Safi, The Politics of Knowledge in Premodern Islam, xxx. 
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text has until recently prevented scholars from recognizing it, Mucizz!Õs allusion to rebellion and 

sectarianism opens a new vista on the Salj#q poetÕs political theology.390  

The textÕs double allusion is enriched when it is realized that Mucizz! rather than Ni!"m  

al-Mulk is the author of this portion of the text. Maliksh"hÕs vizier would surely not have been so 

foolish as to celebrate the end of sectarianism were he on the verge of being assassinated. It 

would however have been sensible for Mucizz! to proclaim the end of sectarianism once the 

assassination had taken place and a new chapter in the history of Islamic sovereignty had, 

however figuratively, been initiated. Mucizz!Õs argument depends a categorical contrast between 

caliph (khil" fa) and sovereign (p"dish"h). In the absence of such a contrast, the poet would never 

have been able to writeÑ no matter how falsely: ÒIn this blessed age, praise and thanks to Allah, 

nobody in the world mediates in his heart opposition [to our sovereign], or ventures his head 

outside the collar of obedience [chanbar-i !" ca!] to himÓ (8). These words of assurance to the 

Sul!"n resonate with more than formulaic panegyric. A break between the caliphate and the 

p"dish"h was needed to explain Mucizz!Õs personal situation, his political theology, and his 

service to the institution of poetry.   

By the time Mucizz! began composing this text, the caliph had long been reduced to a 

shadow of his former self and to a purely symbolic institution, lacking political authority. With 

this text also, as with the eastern Islamic experience of power generally, power became 

disassociated from the divinely-sanctioned authority (khal!feh) given to Mu!ammad in the 

QurÕ"n (Q. 38:26). B#yids, Salj#q, and Ghaznavids all wielded power without authority. 

Whereas, prior to the B#yid ascendancy, the caliph combined power and authority in himself, in 

the aftermath of Ghaznavid and Salj#q challenges to sovereignty, he could at best represent 
                                                        
390 For the Khwarjites in early Islamic sectarianism, see Watt, The Formative Period, 9-33.     
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authority, while the Sultan alone wielded power. Sovereignty was internally bifurcated, and 

power became discretionary. Inasmuch as the old concepts derived from a!k"m  manuals were 

inadequate to the complexity of political life under Salj#q rule, it became necessary to turn to 

pre-Islamic systems for conceptual elaborations of sovereignty. Old and Middle Persian royal 

genealogies served as a rich archive of concepts for poets like Mucizz!, who endeared themselves 

to their patrons while also claiming for their vocation the sovereignty that had been lost in the 

wake of cAbb"sid decline. Such strategic moves correlated well with Mucizz!Õs attempts to 

transfer sovereignty from the ruler to the poet and vice-versa in his description of the ideal 

p"dish"h as one in possession of discernment (caql) and erudition (cilm).  

Court poets rose to the challenge of rewriting sovereign norms so as to make them better 

accommodate their literary ambitions. During the same years that Mucizz! was writing his prose 

panegyric to Sul!"n Ghi"th al-D!n, Masc! d Sacd languished in Maranj due to the arbitrary wiles 

of his Ghaznavid patron, Masc!d III (r. 1096-1115). Mucizz! and Masc!d Sacd participated in a 

common endeavor to transpose the discursive sovereignty that the evisceration of caliphal power 

released into the world onto the institution of poetry. Mucizz! achieved this transference through 

his political writings. Masc! d Sacd achieved this transference through his prison poetry.   

Several steps remain to be traversed before Mucizz!Õs reversal of the khal!fa / p"dish"h 

dialectic is complete. After he informs his patron that, having been eviscerated by rebellion and 

sectarianism, the caliphate is no longer a viable institution, Mucizz! undertakes to elevate the new 

sovereign and to insure a place for the poetÕs vocation within this new hierarchy. The first task is 

achieved by conferring on the new ruler the marks of the sultanÕs charisma. Rather than positing 

the old genealogy leading from Mu!ammad and his companions (a#! "b) and assistants (an#"r ), 
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the Mucizz!an genealogy is inaugurated in pre-Islamic Persia, with a past so ancient that it lacks a 

location on the historiographic record. There is however an unexpected twist. The pre-Islamic 

king with whom Mucizz! connects his patron through a fictive bloodline is not a Persian king 

such as Kayumarth or Isfandiy"r, as would be expected. He is Turanian, and thus a rival to 

Persian dynasties such as the Kay"nids and P!shd"dis.391  

The major source for our knowledge of the myths surrounding Afr"siy"b is the Avest", 

yasht nineteen.392 Here we are told of Frangrasy"n the ÒTuranian villainÓ who sought glory 

(khwarna) Òin all the seven continents (kishwar)Ó (19: 82). Frangrasy"n is an archetype for 

Mucizz!Õs and Ferdows!Õs Afr"siy"b . He is an enemy of Kawi Haosrawa, Ferdows!Õs Kay 

Khusrow, who murdered Kawi HaosrawaÕs father, Siy"warshan, Ferdows!Õs Siy"wush. 

Frangrasyan was motivated by the desire to secure for himself khwarna, the fortune that 

according to the Avest" Òbelongs to the Aryan lands, / to the born and unborn, / and to the 

Orderly ZarathustraÓ (19: 57, 59, 62). Frangrasy"n promises to Òmingle together all things, dry 

and wet / in greatness and goodness and beauty,Ó so that the cosmos is inverted and the 

Zoroastrian divinity Ah#r" Mazd" becomes disturbed (19: 58). After seeking refuge from his 

enemy in Azerbaijan, Frangrasy"n is ultimately caught and killed by Kay Khusrow. In the 

Avest", he seeks a divine bounty not rightfully his.  

                                                        
391 Ferdows! describes the T#r"nians in terms that reference the nomadic Turks in 3:7, 24 (BertelÕs ed., Moscow). In 
the earlier sections of the Sh"hn"ma (e.g. 3:75, 1159-60), Ferdows! seems to include China (ch!n) within T#r"nian 
domains, thus confusing the ethnic equation. Contrary to the representations of Ferdows! and their interpretation by 
modern scholarship, the T#r"nians are largely thought now to have been themselves an Iranian tribe (ÒAfr"siy"b,Ó 
EI2, S.M. Stern).  
392 19: 55-64; 19: 77. The Avesta is cited from the translation in Skj¾rv¿, Introduction to Zoroastrianism.  
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For a medieval readership, the most immediate sources for Frangrasy"n / Afr"siy"b were, 

in addition to Ferdows!, al-!abar"Õs and al-Thac"lib!Õs chronicles of Persian kings.393 Given that 

the representation of Frangrasy"n is quite perjorative in all of these sources, Mucizz!Õs decision 

to furnish his patron with a genealogy leading back to Frangrasy"n impels us to inquire more 

deeply into the poetÕs possible motivations. Could Mucizz! have known that Frangrasy"nÕs rivals 

are all referred to in the Avest" as ÒpoetsÓ (kawi)?394 Allowing for the possibility that this 

association persisted in the medieval Persianate memory, Mucizz! may have given the Salj#qs a 

Turanian genealogy to emphasize the discursive sovereignty of the poet, a figure that, in the 

Avest", is comparable to a king. While we are imperfectly informed concerning Mucizz!Õs 

intentions in deploying a Turanian genealogy, we can be sure that this lineage performed for 

Mucizz! the double labor of separating caliphal material power from discursive sovereignty as 

well as of locating the Turkic ruler within a non-Iranian but nonetheless Persianate genealogy. It 

is entirely possible that the patron himself was unaware of Mucizz!Õs ideological contribution to 

the perpetuation of his legacy. Indeed, Mucizz! may in fact not have expected his patron to catch 

his every reference. The poetÕs panegyric likely exceeded its laudatory intentions, crossing the 

line from legitimating the patronÕs powerÑ a long-recognized element in the panegyric poetÕs 

toolboxÑ to the less transparent goal of constituting the poetÕs discursive sovereignty.  

While determining that Ghi"th al-D!n would descend from the Turanian king, in 

Mucizz!Õs account, God bestowed on the Salj#q sultan what the poet, drawing on the theological 

distinction between the miracles of prophets and the miracles of saints introduced in chapter 

                                                        
393 Sh"hn"ma, ed. Vullers and Landauer (Leiden: Brill, 1977-84), 2: 764, 3, vv. 1444. Al -Tabari, 1: 605 ff; al-
Thac"li b! 222 ff. 
394 The Kayanid kings listed in 19: 71 include Kawi Kaw‰ta, Kawi Aipivohu, Kawi Usadhan, Kawi Arshna, Kawi 
Pisina, Kawi Biyarshan, Kawi Siy"warshan, all of whom are contrasted to the Turanian villain Frangrasy"n, and all 
of whom, with necessarily being deified, are declared to be Òbeyond other living beingsÓ (19: 81).  
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four, calls kar"mat (B=>?Cµ-), drawing on a Greco-Arabic genealogy.395 Unlike evidentiary 

miracles (mucjizat), reserved for prophets, and demonstrative of the inimitability of the QurÕ"n, 

kar"mat are performed by saints (awliy"Õ). Unlike the prophetic mucjizat, saintly kar"mat are 

unseen by anyone not directly implicated in the miraculous act. One possible source for 

Mucizz!Õs knowledge of this distinction is the early Persian mystical treatise, Uncovering of the 

Covered for People of the Heart (Kashf al-ma!j" b li arb"b al-qul(b) by Ab!Õl "asan al-Hujw!r! 

of Lahore (d. 1077). In this first Persian treatise on mysticism, al-Hujw!r! explained the 

difference between the two categories of divine intervention through a series of antinomies that 

clarify the significance of Mucizz!Õs later appropriation of saintly miracles (kar"mat) for the 

p"dish"h. Whether or not Mucizz! knew Hujw!r!Õs text directlyÑ and the paucity of Persian 

theological texts during this period makes it likely that he didÑ the Sufi author drew on 

theological distinctions familiar to both authors.396  

In Hujw!r!Õs explication, the prophet who performs evidentiary miracles (mucjizat) fully 

understands the nature of his act, whereas the performer of saintly miracles (kar"mat) cannot 

fully grasp the nature or validity of his miracle. When the ruler (or anyone else) performs 

kar"mat, he must always act with the understanding that the miracles he performs may inculcate 

deception (istidr" j). In keeping with the dichotomy between an act comprehensible to others and 

an act attended by concealed meaning, evidentiary miracles are public (i*h"r ) whereas saintly 

miracles belong to the private sphere (kitm"n). But the most crucial distinction from the vantage 

                                                        
395 L. Gardet (EI2, Òkar"ma,Ó) argues that kar"ma was adopted as a synonym of the masdars of forms 2 and 4 of the 
verb karuma, Òto be generous,Ó through the phonetic assimilation of B=>?Cµ-. The difference between the early 
Christian B->?Cµ-D- and the Islamic kar"ma is registered, though not explored, in Mccarthy, ÒAl-Baqillani's Notion 
of the Apologetic Miracle,Ó 248 n2.   
396 As Arabic sources Hujw!r! cites Book of Illumination (Kit"b al -Lumac) of Ab# Nasr al-Sirraj (d. 987), which 
anticipates the structure of the Persian text, and Acts of the Saints (&ir" ! al-awliyaÕ) by the early Muslim mystic al-
!ak"m al -Tirmi&! (d. 905-910). 
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point of political theory pertains to the respective relation between the two kinds of miracles and 

the law: the master of evidentiary miracles (#" ' ib-i mucjiz) has authority over the law (sharc) 

whereas the master of saintly miracles (#" ' ib-i kar"mat) must accept the precepts (a!k"m ) 

imputed to him.397 A fortiori, saintly miracles cannot conflict with shar!ca; by contrast, 

evidentiary miracles can and will violate legal norms. The performer of evidentiary miracles is 

not only above shar!ca; he possesses a divinely-given right to intervene at will in the law when 

guided by God, whereas the saint who performs kar" mat must allow for all his actions to be 

adjudicated by the law. Nor is it accidental that the p"dish"h who performs saintly miracles is 

entrusted with the task of patronizing scholars (ahl-i cilm) and philosophers (!ukam"Õ; sing. 

! ak!m), for Mucizz!, author of the treatise under discussion here, belonged to this latter group.   

Although Mucizz!Õs elevation of p"dish"h above the caliph increases the rulerÕs distance 

from temporal authority, he refrains from assimilating the P"dish"h to the prophet. Mucizz!Õs 

elegy commemorating the death of Masc! d Sacd of Lahore speaks directly to the arguments 

analytically adumbrated in the preface to Conduct of Kings. The poem opens with a series of 

comparisons implying that, temporally gauged, the beauty of the prison poetÕs verse exceeds that 

of all worldly creations:  

! "#$ %!!" !"#$ ! "#$% &' ( )  * +, - ) .  
! "#"$ %&$ ' ()  *+ ", (+ -) . /  012 "3 

 !"#$ "% "&!"#$ !"#$ %&' ()*&+,  
!"# $% $&! "#$% "!"#$% &'( )*+,-398  

 
As long as rose daggers bloom in springÕs lightning and thunder, 
as long as heart burnings brace the locks of the beloved, 
as long as the worldÕs being is acquainted with decay, 
as long as God mixes promises with threats. 

 
                                                        
397 !!" !"! #$%& ' $() *"+! ,"- #$%& ./01 2345!" !"! !"# $%&'( )* $+ ,%-.!/!   

!"#$%& ! "#$! !" %&'!() *+&, - #./0!"# !"# $%&!" !" #$%&' ()*+ !! !!"#$ ! "# "$%& '(!" ! "#$!"#$  
!" #$% &'( $) *+,! !"#$ %&'&"( )* . Kashf al-Ma!j"b , ed. F. A. cA. Zanj"n!, 135-6. 

398 Mucizz!, Diw"n, ed. cAbb!s Iqb!l (Tehr"n: Kit"bfur#shi-yi Isl"miyah, 1318/1938), 894. 
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The world of everyday impermanence is populated with objects that evoke pathos precisely 

through their transcience: roses (gulh" ), spring showers (barq o racd-i n!s"n), and locks of the 

belovedÕs hair (jacd-i j"n"n ). This world, the poet explicitly informs us, is intrinsically subject to 

decay (fas"d), in keeping with the arrangement of God (yazd"n). While evocative of awe, these 

worldly objects cannot compete with Masc!d SacdÕs prison poems. Anticipating Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs 

anatomy of prison poem poetics generally, and specifically his deployment of the temporality of 

fas"d, Mucizz! here sets the stage for the prison poemÕs argument for poetryÕs temporal range 

and discursive specificity. Because these verse occur in an elegy commemorating death, the 

temporal contrast between the world of impermanence (fas"d) and the divine world of poetry 

comes into even clearer relief. The following hemstitch associates the worldÕs decay (fas"d-i 

kawn-i calam) with the prison poetÕs sovereignty. Mucizz! follows this contrast between earthly 

mortality and poetic immortality with an implicit contrast between GodÕs cosmic sovereigntyÑ

consistently with the spirit of the age, the Persian yazd"n replaces an Arabic name for GodÑ and 

Masc!d SacdÕs miraculous gifts. This lays the groundwork for a subsequent monumental 

comparison between the prison poem and the QurÕ"n. The most highly revered text in Islamic 

literature, the eloquence of which is doctrinally beyond human attainment, retains its superior 

position by only the narrowest of margins:   

!"#$ %&'( )*&+ ,&"-!. /01( -% 
!"#$%& !"#$% &'% ()'*+ ,-./0  

!"#$% &'( )* ! "#$% &' ()* % +,  
!"#$% &'() *+,- ./ 0) !"#$ %& '()  

 
May the assembly of the great never be empty 
of the adornment of Masc!d Sacd Salm!n, 
that eloquent poet whose verse exceeds in purity 
all that anyone has heard since the QurÕ"n.  
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If in Mucizz!Õs rendition the p"dish"h lacks evidentiary miracles (mucjizat), the same 

cannot be said for the first prison poet. Whereas he had earlier exercised restraint in praising his 

patron, in his elegy for Masc! d Sacd, Mucizz! collapses the distance between kal"m, an everyday 

Arabic word for poetic discourse that is here implicitly applied to the QurÕ"n, and sukhan, the 

most exalted of all terms in the Persian lexicon for poetry, here applied restrictively to Masc!d 

Sacd alone ("n shicr sukhanvar kaz na!m-i u nik(tar), whose poetry is declaimed in an assembly 

of the great (majlis-i bozurg"n). While firmly situating Masc!d Sacd after the QurÕ"n, Mucizz! 

also insists that the prison poetÕs secondary position in the discursive hierarchy of speech genres 

gives his poetry precedence over every other text. Mucizz! thereby puts QurÕ"nic hermeneutics to 

the service of a literary-critical agenda.  

Reading literally Mucizz!Õs framing of Masc!d SacdÕs poetry as purer (nik(tar ) than any 

text after the QurÕ"n illuminates how the inimitability doctrine that enabled the political-

theological linkage between discursive sovereignty and material power in the caliphal period 

anticipates the prison poemÕs progressively more ambitious discursive framings with the 

proliferation of new regional sultanates. Although Masc!d SacdÕs poetry could not surpass the 

QurÕ"n, it could be ranked second after it. Competition for power can only take place, strictly 

speaking, among equals. In traditional political theology, the caliph cannot compete with the 

sultan, just as the poet cannot compete with the QurÕ"n. By elevating the prison poet as he 

elsewhere elevated the p"dish"h, Mucizz! brought poetry into competition with sovereignty. 

From this competition, the discursive sovereignty that is the prison poemÕs hallmark was born. 

From this moment onwards, discursive sovereignty shaped the contours of political sovereignty 

as such. Whether through Masc!d SacdÕs grief-stricken lyric or Kh!q!n"Õs political allegories and 
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his poetics of ruins that foregrounded the fleetingness of material power, the affective, temporal, 

political, and aesthetic terms of the transformation in the location and constitution of medieval 

Islamic sovereignty were dictated by the prison poem.  

Although the distinction between poet and prophet always retained its integrity in Islamic 

hermeneutics, as early as the s(ra on the Poets (Q. 26), the form of knowledge specific to poetic 

creativity, intuition (shuc( r), was conflated with soothsaying and kinds of supernatural knowing. 

Like countless other theologians and literary critics in the world of Islam, Mucizz! perceived that 

a literary artifact approached to the condition of icj! z when it rendered itself comparable to the 

QurÕ"n through aesthetic emulation. Inasmuch as a poet attained to a degree of beauty that could 

not be approached by his peers, his condition approximated that of a prophet, someone whose 

miracle-working abilities (mucjiz"t  rather than kar"mat) licensed him to violate the laws 

governing worldly affairs. Transforming and transcending the law was beyond the p"dish"hÕs 

reach, even according to the terms of Mucizz!Õs political theology. But the evidentiary miracles 

(mucjiz"t ) forbidden to even the most exalted p"dish"h were available to the poet who sang 

incarcerationÕs song.    

The distinction between evidentiary and saintly miracles elucidates how Mucizz! adhered 

to Islamic norms even while attributing saintly miracles to the sul!"n. The distinction also 

illuminates Mucizz!Õs transposition of caliphal sovereignty outside the context of caliphal power. 

Although in early twelfth-century Baghdad the caliph still wielded nominal sacral authority, the 

poet writes as though the caliph plays no role whatsoever in the distribution of power. His 

interest lies wholly with the sultan, presumed to be endowed by God with qualities formerly 

reserved for saints. Mucizz!Õs attribution of saintly miracles (kar"mat) to Ghi"th al-D!n attests to 
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how the institution of the caliphate yielded to a new discourse concerning the location of 

sovereignty. By 1106, the year when Mucizz! composed his preface, the institution of poetry had 

yet to be galvanized by the aspirations to prophecy that arose from within the prison poem. But 

Mucizz!Õs attribution of charismata (kar"mat) to a ruler sets a precedent for the later ascription of 

prophetic capacities (mucjiz"t ) to prison poets tracked in chapter four.  

As the introductory chapter progresses, Mucizz!Õs endeavors to illuminate the patron and 

consequently the poet become ever more subtle and persistent. We move from a comparison 

between rebellion and a forest conflagration to a comparison between the ruler and a candle from 

which large amounts of light flow (besi"r rawshan! az ( afr( khteh "yad). With this light, people 

find their path (rah) and emerge from the darkness (tar!k!) into the world outside.399 The ruler 

himself does not require light, for he stands in need of no guide (mustabsher). After clearing the 

ruler of any imputation of imperfection, Mucizz! speculates concerning the poetÕs location in the 

cosmic hierarchy leading from God (!zad! tac"l" , ! aqq tac"l!, khod") to the ruler (p"dish"h, 

sh"h, khod"wand-i c" lam, khal!fa) to his servants. He concludes that the servant (bande) who 

decided to compose, or rather edit, a text on the principles of good governance, and the virtues 

(s!yar-i n!k() indispensible to a p"dish"h, fulfills the sacred command (!ukm-i farm"n) by 

contributing a few chapters that conform to the will of God. Here Mucizz! introduces a new term 

to describe his new style: cib"rat! rawshan, marked by lucidity. Stated otherwise, cib"rat!  

rawshan sanctions New Persian simplicity and a de-Arabized lexicon. 

When Mucizz!Õs description of his style is juxtaposed to the pre-Islamic Persian concept 

of farr, the labor performed by the poetÕs disquisition on the prerogatives of post-caliphal 

sovereignty is rendered more clear. In Mucizz!Õs political theology, the p"dish"h attains 
                                                        
399  !"# $%  &'(#!!"#$ $! "#$ %&'!()* !* +* ,#-!"#$ %&'( %)*+,*!"!"#$% &'( ) !"# !!! "#$%!  !"#$ %&'  EFGH (8).    
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sovereignty by appropriating or emulating the attributes of divinity. By the same token, when the 

poet approximates his patron, he threatens to overtake the ruler in his own endeavors. While 

material power is the prerogative of those in power, discursive sovereignty is available to anyone 

who lays claim to it, provided the claimant possesses the intellectual endowments necessary to 

assimilate it. In the twelfth-century Persian ecumene, Masc!d Sacd, Na$rull"h Munsh!, Falak!, 

Kh"q"n!, and Muj!r al-D!n claimed this sovereignty through the prison poem. To situate their 

contributions within the parallel political-theological context, we must turn to the work of prose, 

that, even more conclusively than Wa!w"!Õs rhetorical manual and Mucizz!Õs political treatise, 

institutionalized the prison poem: Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs Four Discourses. 

TRANSFERRING DISCURSIVE SOVEREIGNTY UNDER THE GHAZNAVIDS  

In order to follow the textual and historical itineraries that culminated in the reversal in 

power relations alluded to above, we must examine closely the most influential critical document 

in the genesis of the prison poem, by Ni!"m# cAru&!. Chapter two examined the theorization of 

Masc!d SacdÕs prison poetics in Four Discourses. This chapter focuses on the textÕs theorization 

of cosmic, sacral, and political sovereignty. As Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs text contains the most detailed 

account of the prison poem before modernity and includes the first extant discussion of the genre 

in medieval Islamic literary culture, it is appropriate to conclude this study of the political 

aesthetic of the medieval Persian prison poem with the shift from material power to discursive 

sovereignty instantiated by Masc!d SacdÕs first biographer.   

In addition to being the first text to provide a critical exegesis of the prison poem, Four 

Discourses is also the first extant attempt to clarify poetryÕs location within the political 

economy of the medieval court and in relation to related Persianate disciplines. The text consists 



 

 

245 

 

of four discourses (maq!la), on the scribe (dab!r), poet (sh"cir ), astrologist (munajjim), and 

doctor (!ab"b), respectively. Ni!"m# cAru&! explains his intentions in an introduction (d!b"che) 

that breaks with the norms that had hitherto governed Arabic a!k"m  literature even as it lays the 

foundations for a parallel but distinctive Persianate akhl"q tradition. ÒIt is an old custom,Ó the 

critic writes, Òfor the writer and compiler [muÕallif o mu#annif] to praise his patron and to pray 

for him in the opening to his discourse [tashb!b-i sukhan] and in his introduction. Instead of 

praising the p"dish"h, IÉrecord all the Almighty [tac"l " ] has bestowed on him so that he will be 

filled with gratitude [towards God]Ó (CM 33).   

The term Ni!"m# cAru&! uses to characterize his prose discourse (tashb!b-i sukhan) 

evokes the tripartite qa$!da structure derived ultimately from the Book on Poetry and Poets 

(Kit"b  al-shicr wa-l-shucar" Õ) of Ibn Qutayba (d. 889).400 The tripartite qa$!da structure consists 

of nas!b (equivalent to tashb!b), ra!" l (journey section), and mad!!  (praise section). Persian and 

Arabic poets varied this typology by adding duca (address to God), and takhallu$ (here in the 

meaning of a closing signature verse). Although scholars have noted that Ibn QutaybaÕs tripartite 

structure is a formalized abstraction with only tenuous bearing on the reality of poetic 

composition even during the century when it was elucidated, his account nonetheless elucidates 

the qa!"daÕs canonical status, and concomitantly explains the importance of tashb!b, whether 

encountered in poetry or prose. The qa$!daÕs keynote at all stages in its morphology is its 

movement towards praise. Following the example of the poets whose verses he had committed to 

memory, Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs prose recapitulates this movement while at the same time complicating 

it in ways only a close reading can unearth. It is not irrelevant to recall here that Ni!"m# cAru&!, 

                                                        
400 On the tashb!b as a constituent element of the qa!"da see for example Alam, ÒPersian in Precolonial Hindustan,Ó 
153 n68. For the tripartite qa$!da structure generally, see Gould, ÒThe Much-Maligned Panegyric.Ó 
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best known to posterity for his literary criticism, himself produced more than a few works in 

verse.401   

Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs ambitions cannot be satisfied by the praise of a particular ruler, so he 

avoids the conventional praise-section suffused with flattery of his patron. His real goal, he 

states, explicitly addressing his ruler-patron, is to move the p"dish"h, Ab# !asan cAl!  bin 

Masc!d, to the praise of God. Praise of the patron is never allowed here to become an end in 

itself. Already in these opening words, a cosmic theogony unfolds logically through a systematic 

recalibration of causal relations. Whereas, according to convention, the purpose of an 

introduction, be it a prose d!b"che or a poetic tashb!b, is to praise the ruler, Ni!"m# cAru&! 

explains that praise of a ruler-patron must be subordinated to a deeper admiration for what the 

patron-poet relation is at best a pale reflection: the relation between God and his creation.  

In making the poetÕs praise of the ruler conditional on the rulerÕs praise for God, Ni!"m# 

cAru&! vindicates the political efficacy of praise addressed to the p"dish"h. Readers (including 

especially the king himself) are reminded that panegyric (mad!) is not a liability to poetry, but 

rather a potential source of ethical, and indeed metaphysical, transformation. The writer who 

dispenses praise in a just manner brings his readers into closer proximity to the worship of God 

by illuminating the virtues of his creation. This relation assumes the freedom of the poet to defer 

praise when his allegiances to God prevent him from blessing his patron. This disquisition is 

followed by a catalogue of the many reasons why the Shanshab"n!d p"dish"h should be thankful. 

He is young, his parents are alive, he is surrounded by brothers. These blessings are not merit-

based. Rather, they are gifts, blessings bestowed by a power over which the ruler can claim no 

authority. It is not the ruler who is remarkable, Ni!"m# cAru&! affirms boldly in the opening to 
                                                        
401 For the little that has survived of Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs poetry, see cAwf!Õs Lub!b, 246, 395-97.  
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his book, but God, who generously bestows his blessings on someone who could never merit 

such grace.  

As part of its larger commentary on the politics and poetics of patronage, Four 

Discourses registers the moment when authority (khal!feh) became separated from power 

(sal!anat) in Persianate reflections on kingship. The text activates the distinctions among 

prophet, imam, and p"dish"h that illuminates the political and literary transformations that 

resulted in the prison poem. Further, the presentation in this treatise of cosmic interdependency 

Ñ between minerals (mac"den), plants and animals (nab"t wa ' ayw"n), between prophets, 

Imams and rulers, and between the various occupations that collectively undergird the 

efficacious stateÑ surpasses in subtlety that of any other contemporaneous treaty in the Islamic 

world. Sovereignty in Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs conception is vertically organized, according to a cosmic 

hierarchy. Leading not from Baghdad to Central Asia, but rather from the human to the divine 

via the intermediary stages of creationÑ minerals, plants, and animalsÑ this hierarchy 

encompasses the entire created world. At least as crucial as the regional circulation of power in 

informing this sovereign realm is the cosmic chain of being that leads vertically from God to 

creation. This vertical nexus adjudicates the horizontal distribution of sovereignty by introducing 

different layers of power.  

The text moves from an ambivalent appraisal of the patron to a greater concentration on 

the location of sovereignty within a threefold cosmology. This cosmology extends from the 

prophet, who occupies the highest position in the hierarchy, and is followed, in order of 

importance, by imam and p"dish"h. Even in this encomium, praise for the p"dish"h is 

subordinated to praise for the prophet: Òin the degrees of beings [mad"rij -i mawj(d"t ] and the 
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ranks of what is comprehensible [mac"rej -i macq(l"t ], aside from the office of the prophet 

[nub(wat], which represents the height [gh"yat-i mar"tebeh] of human capacities, there is no 

higher rank than that of the sovereign [p"dish"h]Ó.402 Aside from the obvious link between the 

prophet referenced here and Mu!ammad, who else might the term be intended to invoke? Ni!"m# 

cAru&! uses nub(wat to index a vocation, and yet he cites no specific prophets within the space 

of the text.  

This cosmic theogony is followed by an exegesis on the chain of being (silsileh-i asb"b) 

that is at once ontic and poetic. Its ontology derives first and foremost from Ibn S!n"Õs Book of 

Healing (Kit!b al -Shif"Õ, c. 1020), an encyclopedic compendium that applied Neoplatonic 

cosmologies to medieval Islamic conditions.403 The basic distinction proposed by Ni!"m# cAru&! 

is between the necessarily existent (w"jib al -wuj(d) and the contingently possible (al-wuj(d al-

mumkin). Humans and all created things belong to the second order of being. The necessarily 

existent has its being (wuj(d) for itself (be kh(d) and is both eternally existent (ham!she b"shad) 

and completely independent of the intermediacy of any other entity (q"Õim be kh(d ast be gha!r 

na). The contingently possible, most familiar to humans, depends on the causal nexus of the 

chain of being for its survival. Its seed (man!) derives from blood (kh(n); its blood derives from 

food (ghaz"); its food derives from water ("b), earth (zam!n), and heat ("ft"b ), and so on. In 

                                                        
402  !"#$ %&'()'* +,-. /0123 4#& !5, 6'"$, /0123 !7'8 9: ;<0$ =, >?@ ;A<B?3 C-'?3 .  ;,)<D<3 C-,>3 -) (CM 35) 
403 As pertains to Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs philosophical lexicon, one should note that he uses a term generally restricted to 
philosophy to describe each of his four maq!la: dar mahiyyat, or Òon the essenceÓ of [the chancellery, poetry, 
astrology and medicine, CM 44]. In a parallel passage from his Gulist"n (c. 1260), at the end of his dibache, Sacd! 
speaks of each of his eight chapter headings in terms of fa$ilat, but no thought is given to mahiyyat. I am unaware of 
any Persian text with a genre affinity to CM which commits itself to delineating the mahiyyat of its subjects. 
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short, the created things on which the necessarily existent depend are always generating other 

created things.404  

The universe consists of four subservient forces (kh"dem)Ñ four being a number of 

special significance in the text, corresponding to the number of chapters (on the scribe, poet, 

astrologer, and doctor), the four humors in the Hippocratic-Galenic system, and the four 

elements (can"#ur): wind (b"d), water ("b), earth (kh"k), fire ("tash), according to Ptolemaic 

cosmology. In addition to the four subservient forces, there are three forces (quww" t), for which 

no parallel in the Ptolemaic system is immediately apparent. The four forces are: attracting 

(ja$hebeh), maintaining (m"sikeh), assimilating (ha!emeh), and exorcising (dafeceh). The 

attracting force performs the greatest labor by ensuring that the sun warms all things through its 

reflection (caks), and thereby sustains the world. Recapitulating in brief the story of creation, 

Ni!"m# cAru&! reports that, when the waters received the sunÕs warmth of the sun, they dried up. 

On this desiccated base the earth, including mountains and stones, was created. This dynamic of 

attraction, from sun to water to earth, is ja$ebeh, the Islamic counterpart to the Platonic 

harmonia (cf. for example Symposium 186A-189D). Ja$ebeh links all created entities in the 

countenance of the cosmos (miz"j-i calam) and assures their mutual cooperation and 

indebtedness.   

Along with the other three subservient forces, ja$ebeh requires three powers (quww" t) 

for its activation. Ni!"m# cAru&! characterizes these powers in terms of their functional 

interdependencies. The first ensures an equal distribution of the sustenance (ghaz") on which life 

depends. The second accompanies this sustenance on its journey through the universe, insuring 
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its perpetual availability until those entities depending on it are prepared to face extinction 

(fan"). The third power, called Òreproductive powerÓ (quw" t-i muvallida), is responsible for the 

perpetuation of the species (nawc). If ja$ebeh occupies the preeminent position in the hierarchy 

of subservient forces, the reproductive power occupies a corresponding position among the 

powers. ÒWhen an organism has attained perfection [bekam"l ras!d],Ó writes Ni!"m# cAru&!, 

Òand tends towards defect, then this third power appears and produces a seed [tukhm], so, when 

the organism passes from this world, it will have a representative [n"Õib], the order of the world 

will not decay, and the species will not be extinguished [nawc munqa!ec nashavad]. This is called 

the reproductive powerÓ (CM 37-8).   

Before abandoning the world, Ni!"m# cAru&! notes, prophets disseminate a legal code. 

This sacred text is inscribed with their insights as well as the instructions of Gods (cib"r"t -i kh!sh 

dast(r). This text bequeaths law and customs (sharc o sinat, 43). But no sacred text can make 

provisions for correct actions in every given situation. A living mediator is required to negotiate 

among humans, prophets, and God. Driven by the logic of mediation that structures the cosmos 

as well as the human order, the prophet finds a replacement (n"Õib) for his physical presence. 

This replacement adapts originally sacral power to the requirements of a desacralized world.  

Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs concept of sovereignty as the distribution of power to a series of 

representatives corresponds to what Aziz al-Azmeh calls, with respect to medieval Arabic 

political theory, Òmimetic representation.Ó405 According to this model, neither sovereignty nor 

power are localized within any single entity. Rather, sovereignty is constituted through a 

combination of discursive choices and distributions of material power. According to both Ni!"m# 

                                                        
405 Al -Azmeh translates mush"kala as ÒmimesisÓ (Muslim Kingship [London: I. B. Tauris, 2001], 155, 160 esp. 175 
on the mimetic relation between prophets and kings). Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs concept of mimetic representation is based on 
n"Õib (representative) and khalif (vice-regent).  
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cAru&!Õs  and al-AzmehÕs accounts, the discursive dimension of rulership is vital to its internal 

coherence. Sovereignty is not constituted simply through power. Particularly in Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs  

cosmology, specific classes of individuals, including, as we later learn, poets and philosophers 

(!ukam"), are assigned the task of transmuting power into sovereignty. The dissemination of 

sovereignty in Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs cosmology corresponds to the workings of life itself, which is 

intrinsically dependent on other entities, and intrinsically relational. As with the cosmology of 

Kh!q!n"Õs prison poem poetics (especially prison poem number three), Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs anatomy 

of sovereign power is a mimesis of the cosmos itself. 

After explicating the chain of being leading from the mineral world to humans, Ni!"m# 

cAru&! states that not only is the cosmos structured hierarchically; so is the human race. There 

are three classes of humans, corresponding to the mineral, plant, and animal worlds: the first and 

lowest group inhabit deserts (b!y"b"n) and mountains (k(h!y"n). Members from this group think 

only of themselves. This group is closest to the animal kingdom (calam-i !a yaw"n). The second 

group consists of city-dwellers (ahl-i bel"d o mad"Õin). Members from this group enter into 

partnership (shirkat) with each other. The second group is richer in civilization (tamaddun) than 

the desert and mountain dwellers. The major limitation of this second group is that the perfection 

of their crafts (#in" c"t ) constitutes the goal (maq#(d) of their existences. Their vision is 

constrained by their vocations. As with the second power (quw" ) in the natural world, the 

function of this intermediary category of humans is to enable the third and highest class to 

prosper. Although civilized, members of the second category lack an autonomous existence.  

The third and highest category of humans remains paradoxically although perhaps not 

accidentally nameless. It is comprised of two elements: wise men, including philosophers 
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(!ukam"), and prophets (anb!y"). It is worth anticipating here the closing section of this text, 

where we discover that by philosophers (!ukam" ) Ni!"m# cAru&! means the four classes of state 

functionaries whose vocations Four Discourses aims to delineate: scribes, poets, astrologers, and 

doctors. !ukam"  are not solely philosophers in the Greco-Arabic tradition, or even the 

practitioners of kal"m (dialectical theology), although the term encompasses those categories as 

well. !ukam" are intellectuals who consecrate their lives to the welfare of the state. Stated in 

terms of my broader argument, !ukam" generate the discursive sovereignty on which material 

powerÑ namely, the sultans who imprison scores of poetsÑ relies, but which also has the 

potential to undermine that very power. The work of this class of individuals in adjudicating the 

terms through which the aesthetics of incarceration made the literary imagination a force to be 

reckoned with figures crucially into this genealogy of the medieval Persian prison poem.   

As we saw above, !ukam" for Mucizz! refers to that category of people whose welfare it 

is the duty of the p"dish"h to defend, just as the p"dish"h must take care of the poor (SM 8). For 

Ni!"m# cAru&!, as for Mucizz!, !ukam" does not refer solely to the mystics who have dispensed 

with the cares of the world and require nothing from the state; nor does it refer primarily to the 

mutakallim(n (practitioners of kal"m), as in earlier periods. The term has been demographically 

transformed and broadened to include within itself the New Persian intellectualsÑ poets such as 

Mucizz!, critics such as Ni!"m# cAru&!, literary theorists such as Wa!w"!Ñ the gave birth to the 

prison poem. For Mucizz!, as for Ni"#m! cAru&!, !ukam" had to be grafted onto a new 

demographic and poetry had to be inscribed into a political economy that the caliphate could no 

longer sustain as its power was gradually being eroded.   
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In order to thoroughly intitutionalize his new inflection of an old word, Ni!"m# cAru&! 

defines the role of the philosophers in terms that convey the moral commitments of this new 

social class before assimilating these qualities to a concrete sociology. Philosophers (!ukam") 

are those who debate the essence of things (! aqaÕ!q-i ashe"Õ), including their coming and their 

leaving. They reflect how we arrived in this world (cheg(neh amad!m) and where we are headed 

(koj" khw"h!m raftan).406 It is the vocation of these philosophers, according to Ni!"m# cAru&!, to 

engage in meditation (tafkir, morphologically associated with mutafakkira, the cognitive faculty 

that is the human version of the animalÕs mutakh"yyala, the third internal sense among the ten 

components of the perceptive faculty, mudrika). This third class of humans imagine into being 

discursive sovereignty.  

The demographic, political, and aesthetic role of the poet in this new political cosmology 

has yet to be specified. Nor are there good grounds for demanding clarification. As a precursor to 

akhl"q, and arguably as the force behind the adaptation of an Arabic genre (a!k"m ) to a Persian 

context, Four Discourses devotes as much attention to the medicinal arts, astrology, and the 

chancellery as to poetryÕs changing institutional status. These four vocations collectively 

constituted the discursive sovereignty that competed with material power in the age of the 

caliphateÕs disintegration. Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs quick transition to the prophet as the second category 

in the third and highest human group underscores the power already wielded by discursive 

sovereignty, as does his manner of dealing with sacred authority, newly severed from material 

power.  
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Three qualities (kh"#!yat) mark the prophet off from other orders of created beings. First, 

unlike the !ukam", and as Ibn S!n" has already argued in the section of his Book of Healing that 

is a commentary of AristotleÕs De anima, a prophet has knowledge (cul(m) without having 

studied formally (n" "m(khte).407 Second, he has been given information (khabar dahad) 

concerning past and future (d! o fard") without having received this knowledge from a parable 

(mathal) or from the syllogistic reasoning (q!y"s) characteristic of Islamic jurisprudence. Third, a 

prophetÕs soul (nafs) possesses such power (q(wa) that he can assume whatever form (#(rat ) he 

wishes.408 Although Ni!"m# cAru&! adds that this latter capacity is primarily reserved for angels 

(mal"Õike), there is a figure that closely approximates the prophetic power in the human realm 

not directly referenced here, but of which he was surely aware. This is the poet (sh"cir ), whose 

vocation was regarded by numerous Persian literary theorists, from Mu!ammad cAwf! to Shams-

i Qays, as genealogically related to a quasi-magical form of intuitive knowledge, shuc( r.409 

The textual trail for the discursive linkage between poetry and prophecy in Persian begins 

a few decades after Four Discourses, but this may be merely an effect of the state of our sources, 

as well as of the fact that theorizations of poetic knowledge were primarily restricted to Arabic at 

the time of Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs writing. Or perhaps there is another explanation: although poetry 

(shicr) and intuition (shuc( r) were brought into relation in the Islamic tradition even in the age of 

the caliphate, it took a new form of desacralizing powerÑ sal!anatÑ to consolidate this linkage. 

                                                        
407 Compare Ibn S!n", De anima (Arabic text, ed. by Fazlur Rahman; London: Oxford UP, 1959), 248Ð50. 
408 !" #! $%& '(&) *+, # -./0 # 1.23 4567 8! '& 9:; 6<= !;6> # ?; 8! '(&) *#; # '@=+3) .& 9&!; *+AB '(&) C(5 D,! E/F ', C<& D/G.= 
 !"# $%&! '"() * !$+, '"() -./(0 12 345 $. 6/ 12 !(, '(7 8/-9:  (CM 43). Compare Ibn S!n", De anima, 199Ð201, where 
prophets are said to have the capacity to induce natural disasters, including earthquakes and storms. Ibn S!n" calls 
this capacity Òthe practical faculty of the soulÓ (quw"  nafsiyya camaliyya). 
409 Writing in Arabic a few decades after Ni!"m# cAru&!, Moses Maimonides (d. 1204) added his voice to the Persian 
consensus when he discussed the Hebrew shor as a form of prophetic knowledge. He connected such knowledge and 
the imaginative faculty, writing: Òmost prophecies are given in images, for this is the characteristic of the 
imaginative faculty; the organ of prophecyÓ (The Guide to the Perplexed [Dal"lat al -' ".ir!n ], trans. M. FriedlŠnder 
[London: TrŸbner & Co, 1885], 2: 221). 
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In the early centuries of the cAbb"sid period, the caliphate maintained a tenuous continuity with 

the form of polity favored by Mu!ammad and his successors, which combined authority and 

power. In the age of the declining caliphate, this power was transferred to the regional 

sultanatesÑ particularly the Ghaznavids and the Salj#qs but also the Ghurids, Khwarazmsh"hs, 

and Shirw"nsh"hsÑ that extended from Shirw"n to Ghazna to Lahore, a process already begun in 

the cAbb"sid period with the institution of the vizierate.  

The task faced by the generation of New Persian political and literary theorists that 

included Mucizz!, Ni!"m a l-Mulk, and Ni!"m# cAru&! was to reconcile power with authority, and 

thereby to clear a space for legitimate sovereignty after the demise of the old orderÕs panegyric 

norms. As the literary genre that entered this world when caliphal sovereignty ceased to be a 

practicable form of governance, prison poetry was the ÒpanegyricÓÑ or rather the anti-

panegyricÑ best suited to this new form of desacralized power. Kh!q!n"Õs poetics of ruins attests 

that the panegyric qa!"da that adorned the caliphÕs court had ceased to reverberate with regal 

surety. As the Mad"Õin qa$!da predicted, no longer would the lips of the Tigris or the battlements 

of S"s"nian palaces whisper the melodies of royal sovereignty. The prison poem eulogizes the 

decline of royal power even as it celebrates poetryÕs new discursive sovereignty. 

Into the twelfth centuryÕs vacuum of power arose the regional sultanates. Into another 

void, closely related to the first, arose the aesthetics of incarceration. Regional sultanates forged 

military strategies for reconciling power with authority, most of which lasted no longer than a 

few decades. The prison poem forged more perduring means of crafting stability from within 

these vacuums. The literary-critical defenses of the prison poem genre by Mucizz!, cAwf !, and 

Ni!"m# cAru&! were part of a broad twelfth-century effort to reconcile the experience of being in 
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prison which poets were increasingly experiencing as well as interested in consecrating to 

literary posterity with a political agenda driven by a new class of Persophone poet-philosophers 

(!ukam") seeking contest rapidly proliferating abuses of power. Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs discussion of 

!ukam", recalls, among many other potential intertexts, Falak!Õs prison poem that formally 

transferred the genre from Lahore to Shirw"n. In that text, discussed in chapter one, the prison 

poet declared:  

!" #$%&$ '( )*&$+,- +.  
!"#$ %&'( )*( )+, -./ 

 
If I have feared your punishment [siy"sat], kill me.  
ItÕs no sin to be among the intelligent [ahl-i caql]. 

 
In distinguishing between those who administer punishment (siy"sat) without justice and those 

who are made objects of this punishment by their intelligence, Falak! reiterated Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs 

demarcation of the new class of individuals endowed with the intelligence needed to launch a 

sustained critique of material power. In part because Falak! and Ni!"m# cAru&! both perceived 

that such a project would be enabled by the proliferation and formalization of the prison poem, 

they dedicated themselves to the genreÕs cultivation. 

Before Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs contributions to these transformations can be fully assessed, 

Four DiscoursesÕ cosmic theogony needs to be followed to its conclusion. Midway through the 

narrative, the cosmic typology previously elaborated evaporates. After the three categories 

Ni!"m# cAru&! specified for the human realm have been exhausted, it would seem that any 

further enumerations would have to accommodate themselves to the pre-existent format already 

explicated in Four Discourses. The next example adduced by Ni!"m# cAru&! challenges any such 

assumption, for the imam, the ruler of the sovereign Islamic stateÑ the state being an entity 

premised on a merger of authority and powerÑ clearly does not belong to any of the classes of 
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human earlier elucidated: 1.) wild men and desert-dwellers, 2.) civilized and urbanized artisans, 

3.) philosophers (!ukam"Õ) and prophets (anb!y"Õ). Yet no further categories are placed at the 

readerÕs disposal, perhaps because the imam was seen to exhaust all conceivable human 

typologies, or perhaps because, as Ni!"m# cAru&! was almost prepared to formally recognize, by 

the twelfth century, the imam had disappeared, along with the panegyric idiom that attended his 

sovereignty, from the political landscape of the eastern Islamic world. 

Ni!"m# cAru&! inverts the al-F"r"b!an ideal of the ruler who combines in himself both 

philosophy (! ikm") and prophecy (nubuwwat). Al-F"r"b! (d. 950) wrote his Inhabitants of the 

Virtuous City (1r"Õu ahliÕ l-madina al-fa$ila), an Arabic text that framed the terms of Ni!"m# 

cAru&!Õs political cosmology, in order to assimilate prophecy and kingship to philosophy. The 

merger al-F"r"b! envisioned, between Platonic metaphysics on the one hand and Aristotelian 

political philosophy on the other, is marked in his treatise, particularly when he states: ÒBy what 

is poured into his passive intellect (caql al-monfacil) a man becomes wise (!akim"n ), a 

philosopher (faylasufan), and rich in reason (mutacaqelun).Ó ÒBy what is poured into his 

imaginative faculty (quw"  mutakhaiyyla),Ó al-F"r"b! continues in terms that anticipate Ni!"m# 

cAru&!, Òhe becomes a prophet (nab!). The prophet warns of what will be, and announces the 

particulars that now are.Ó A few sentences later, al-F"r"b! states that the person who attains to 

prophecy has arrived at the highest Òcondition for humanity and enters into the most advanced 

stage of happiness.Ó410 
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In al-F"r"b!, the prophet and the philosopher are assigned the same function; the 

differences between them are matters of degree. Al-Kind! (d. 873), al-F"r"b!Õs predecessor in the 

field of Arabic-Neoplatonic philosophy, held a similar position with the important difference that 

the earlier philosopher was willing to subordinate reason to revelation because he believed, as 

Fawzi Najjar puts it, that Òrevelation unlocks the door to a domain of reality which pure thought 

cannot enter.Ó411 But, for al-Kind! as for al-F"r"b!, prophetic knowledge was superior to 

philosophical knowledge Òin degree, not in kindÓ and the prophet was regarded as a sub-species 

of the philosopher.412 While the merger of philosophy and prophecy effected by al-F"r"b! and his 

predecessors marks a considerable advance over the Greek tradition, which had not since PlatoÕs 

Phaedrus examined artistic creation (µIµJC?K) in light of prophetic knowledge (*-<D-C?-), it is 

only a signpost on the journey towards the prison poemÕs articulation of discursive 

sovereignty.413 Al -F"r"b! tied the imaginative faculty (q(wwat al-mutakha!yyala) to the active 

intellect (caql al-facc"l ) with a depth and explicitness no extant Greek philosophical treatise had 

done. In al-F"r"b!Õs Governance of the City, the active intellect became the sun that gives light to 

                                                        
411 Fauzi M. Najjar, ÒF"r"b!'s Political Philosophy and Sh!cism,Ó Studia Islamica 16 (1961), 66n1. For the difference 
between the two thinkersÕ views on reason and revelation, also see R. Walzer, ÒAl-F"r"b! and his successors,Ó in 
A.H. Armstrong, ed., The Cambridge History of Later Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1967), 656, 662.  
412A. L. Ivry, Al-Kindi's Metaphysics (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1974), 29. Al-Kind!Õs and al-F"r"b!Õs views on 
prophecy demonstrate the needfulness of distinguishing among the many divergent intellectual traditions that fall 
under the heading ÒIslam.Ó Max Horten argued a century ago that in Islam prophecy coincides (stimmt) with 
philosophy at certain junctures and battles with it at other moments (Texte zu dem Streite zwischen Glauben und 
Wissen in Islam [Bonn: Marcus and Weber, 1913], 12). More recently, Oliver Leaman argued that Ibn S!n"Õs theory 
of prophecy was Òstrenuously opposed in the Islamic intellectual worldÓ due to its questioning of the QurÕ"nic 
account (The Quran, 511). 
413 R. Walzer, ÒAl-F"r"b!'s Theory of Prophecy and Divination,Ó Journal of Hellenic Studies 77 (1) 1957: 142-148, 
esp. 146. Although WalzerÕs assumption that al-F"r"b!Õs theory of prophetic and rational knowledge represents Òa 
facet of Greek thought which has not survived in its original contextÓ (142) has been contested, Walzer effectively 
establishes the uniqueness of al-F"r"b!Õs contribution to both Islamic and Greek philosophy.    
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the eyes and in the absence of which no one can see.414 But Ni!"m# cAru&!, writing in Persian, 

exceeded even his Arabic predecessor by formalizing a space for poetry within an Islamic 

cosmology.  

The merger of philosophy and prophecy effected by al-Kind! and al-F"r"b! from the ninth 

to the tenth century in the Arabic tradition stimulated the later merger of prophecy and poetry in 

twelfth-century Persian literature. In addition to Mucizz! efforts, documented above, Ni!"m# 

cAru&! played a major role in effecting this transference. Two moments in Four Discourses attest 

to the transformation. The first is the subtle semantic shift as the text moves from nab!, the 

normative Arabic term for prophet, to payghambar, the normative Persian term. Such 

Persianizations of prophecy enabled the  appropriation of the term by prison poets such as 

Kh!q!n"  during the same decades.  

If, as seen above, philosophers ask probing questions (42), and prophets impart 

knowledge unattainable through reason (43), the newly emergent class of poet-philosophers 

fulfill s both exigencies. Hence Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs statement at the end of his introduction that 

poetry, along with prose (dab!r!), belongs to the branch of science called logic (man!"q). Ni!"m# 

cAru&! calls to mind two occurrences of the n-!-q root in the QurÕ"n, both of which link the 

concept commonly, if imprecisely, translated by Òlogic,Ó with the icj! z (inimitability) of the 

sacred text. Both occurrences are presented as the unmediated statements of God: ÒBefore us is a 

book which tells the truthÓ (yan!iqu bi Ôl-! aqq; Q. 22: 62) and ÒThis is our book; it pronounces 

against you in all truthÓ (yan!iqu calaykum bi Ôl-! aqq; Q. 45: 29).415 While QurÕ"nic 

                                                        
414 As Sherwani notes (Muslim Political Thought, 74), al-F"r"b! reproduces al-Kind!Õs distinction between the active 
intellect (caql al-facc"l ) and the acquired intellect (caql al-mustaf"d); the former realizes itself in the latter.  
415 A third reference to man!"q (Q. 28: 16) also anticipates prison poem poetics. The semantic field of man!"q is 
alluded to in the discussion of Kh!q!n"Õs qa#"da called ÒMan!"q al-1ayrÓ (ÒLanguage of the BirdsÓ) in chapter one.  
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hermeneutics associates man!!q with prophecy, the term is even more commonly associated with 

philosophy. Four Discourses merged these two categories. One result of the convergence of 

prophecy and philosophy was the first critical reflection on the Persian prison poem.     

Many living agents are needed to administer the imamÕs mandate on a micropolitical 

scale. This agent, called the p"dish"h by Ni!"m# cAru&!, is inferior not only to the prophets who 

mediate between God and humans, but also to the imam. In theory, the p"dish"h may even be 

inferior to the second subdivision of the third category of humans, the poet-philosophers 

(!ukam"), to which group the critic himself belonged. The p"dish"h is endowed with authority 

based not on his individual virtues but rather on his position within this hierarchy. His sole 

purpose is to represent. In himself he signifies nothing, but his placement within the cosmos 

assures him a significant role in the administration of the human social order. 

Refusing to conflate the imamÕs or the p"dish"hÕs power with the authority derived from 

prophecy, Ni!"m# cAru&! keeps faith with the M"ward!an distinction between absolute power 

and delegated authority (tafw!$). Entrusted with the task of administering sacred laws in a 

secular world, the p"dish"hÕs power is a consequence of his relations to others, to the imam, not 

of any virtue intrinsic to his being. In spite of the elevated associations that the p"dish"h evoked 

for Ferdows! and other chroniclers of Persian kingship, and even for Kh!q!n" who invoked this 

glory in order to parody it, p"dish"h in this context is kingshipÕs negation. More concretely, the 

p"dish"h is a metonym for power in its crudest, most brutal form. Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs p"dish"h is 

the Ghurid Sul!"n Jah"ns#z, the ruler whom Bertold Spuler called Òone of the worst monsters the 

Islamic world has ever seen,Ó416 and uncle of his patron. The brutality of Jah"ns#zÕs attack on 

Ghazna in 1150 is alone adequate to illustrate the SultanÕs cruelty, given how he ordered the 
                                                        
416 Spuler, ÒDisintegration of the Caliphate,Ó 158. 
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cityÕs entire population slaughtered Òafter luring them from their hiding-places by the call to 

prayer.Ó417 Such a regime, unbacked by authority and deprived of legitimacy, could only be 

eulogized by twelfth century Persianate literary culture following a new distributions of power, 

authority, ethics, and sanctity.  

The ambivalence attending the p"dish"h was implicit in the very advent of the New 

Persian courtly panegyric. The finalized terms in which Ni!"m# cAru&! and Mucizz! register the 

bifurcation between power and authority distinguishes their political theology from earlier 

Ghaznavid articulations (and particularly from the panegyrics of cUn$ur! and Farrukh!) and 

renders it cognate to the prison poetry that flourished during their lifetimes. For the courtly 

panegyric, legitimating power was the primary goal. For the prison poem, which aimed to 

subvert the patronage matrix through parody, legitimating power was the goal to be overcome. 

Power was legitimated only with the ultimate aim of appropriating it for poetry. First, the poet 

had to establish the patronÕs superiority. But no less crucially, he had to establish the autonomy 

of his imagination from within his incarcerated condition.  

Several shifts confront the reader in moving from the panegyric to the prison poem. 

Firstly, and most obviously, there is a new location for the poet as the subject of his verse. 

Whereas court poets such as cUn$ur! and Farrukh! provide little direct information about their 

psychic conditions, Masc!d Sacd confronts the reader time and again with his personalized 

suffering, as in the following complaint:   

!"#$%&' ()&*+, -./0 12 
!" #$!"#$ %&" '($ )* +,  

!"#$%&' !' ()' *+, -.#/ 
!"#$ %"& '( !"# $% &'(!"!  

                                                        
417 Spuler, ÒDisintegration of the Caliphate,Ó 158. 
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!!" !!"# $%& '( )*+, -".  
!"#$%& '( )*+ ,-. /%01 %2 

!"#$% &'( )"* +,-. /. !  
!"#$%& '%( )*& +,*- ./ 

! "#!"##$%& '() *+,  
!" ! "#$% &'()!"#$%&   

!"#$%& '()* +, -, ./,0 12 
!"#$"% &'( )* +,- .+- /0418  

 
1. Grieving over my past acts 
2. I come to recognize no path except repentance. 
3. Everywhere fate destroys my work. 
4. My tongue turns in my mouth. 
5. The heavens take no notice of me, 
6. What do I say to the sky that does not listen to me? 
7. In science I am a star.  
8. In these circuits Saturn stares at me. 
9. Sometimes I am plagued by the pests of Lahore,  
10. Sometimes I am crushed by Khur"s"nÕs deception. 
11. How strange, I am in prison since my birth. 
12. I am in prison until death stops my life. 

 
The intensity of the poetÕs identification with his physical surroundings is underscored by the 

rad!f nam that closes each line with a phoneme matching the first person conjugation. Thus, the 

two words that close the final two hemstitchesÑ ma!b(sam (ÒI am incarceratedÓ) and zind"nam 

(ÒI am in prisonÓ)Ñ merge the poetÕs prison cell with his vatic self. The final distich in this 

citation follows an apostrophe, ÒHow strange [ayi shegeft],Ó with the statement that he has been 

incarcerated since birth and the prediction that he will be in prison until the end of his life. These 

verses reach out to metaphysical themes and are not solely concerned with the physical fact of 

incarceration, but their roots in the prison poem remain active. This poem of Masc!d SacdÕs is an 

instance of that true anomaly in medieval Persian literary culture, a poem without a patron. 

Mucizz! and Ni!"m# cAru&! responded to their sovereignÕs need for a new idiom for 

power with the cosmologies that inaugurate their respective political treatises. In Ni!"m# 

cAru&!Õs schema, no chain leads directly from sovereign to God. The first agent after the Prophet 

                                                        
418 Masc!d Sacd, diw"n, 1: 493; qa$!da 254. 
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entrusted to represent GodÕs will is the imam. The imam is the real ruler of the world, according 

to Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs schema. But just as, a century and a half later, another poet-critic, Dante, 

would propose world governance in his De Monarchia (1312) as the only legitimate form of 

rulership without being able to cite a monarch who could fulfill his mandate, Ni!"m# cAru&! was 

unable to nominate an actually-existing imam to fulfill the role outlined in his cosmology.419 

Further, no effort was made to connect the hypothetical Imam to the Baghdad caliph. Long after 

the Mongol conquest of 1258 ended with the wholesale destruction of Baghdad and the 

caliphate, the Delhi-based Tughluq dynasty (1320-1412), situated on the outer peripheries of the 

Islamic world, sought the caliphateÕs sanction to legitimize their sovereignty.420 Anticipating an 

era of decentralized power, Ni!"m# cAru&! worked in the Four Discourses to diffuse the 

centripetal force represented by the cAbb"sid caliphate.  

Although the imam remains a hypothetical postulate necessary for the logical integrity of 

Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs cosmo-politics, he has little impact outside this framework. The historical 

correspondence between the textÕs p!dish!h and Ni"!m# cAru&!Õs patron Jah"ns#z is evident. The 

historical correspondence between the textÕs imam and the Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs political mileau is by 

contrast utterly obscure. Clearly, Ni!"m# cAru&! could not anchor his cosmic theogony in recent 

political history. The imamate here is a premise designed to set the stage for the devolution of 

authority onto prison poetry and the reconstitution of material power through discursive 

sovereignty. Ni!"m# cAru&! doubts that any political regime could command obedience 

                                                        
419 For DanteÕs political theology, see chapter eight of Ernst H. KantorowiczÕs The King's Two Bodies (Princeton: 
Princeton UP, 1997): ÒMan-Centered Kingship: Dante,Ó 451-495. Like Ni!"m# cAru&!, Dante argued for poetryÕs 
discursive sovereignty, and like his Persian counterpart he did so in order to displace the rulerÕs power. The 
attribution of sovereignty to a poet is encountered ÒOmero poeta sovrano [Homer sovereign poet],Ó in the fourth 
canto of the Inferno (line 88). This may be the first reference to a poet as ÒsovereignÓ in the Italian vernacular.  
420 R. Pande, Succession in the Delhi Sultanate (New Delhi: Commonwealth Publishers, 1990), 41. 
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throughout the world. As in Dante, the imam whose mandate is to rule the world is an ever-

recurring potentiality. In the absence of the authority conferred by discursive sovereignty, this 

potentiality prevents the p"dish"hÕs material power from converging with the prophetic 

consciousness destined to morph in the textÕs second discourse (maq!la) into the poetic 

sovereignty of the poet. Hence the need for a sharp distinction between imam and p"dish"h.    

More easily identifiable than the poet-philosophers is the class of rulers falling under the 

direct jurisdiction of the imam. These are the administrators (saÕis) who exist only as 

collectivities. Although most political theorists assign kingship to the highest level on any chain 

of being, Ni!"m# cAru&! is of a different disposition. Rulers in his text are subordinate not only to 

God, but also to prophets and the Imam. They are thrice-removed from divinity, and arguably 

even lower on the ladder of being than the poet-philosophers (!ukam") who lack political power 

and spend their time debating the meaning and purpose of life. Ni!"m# cAru&! concludes his 

disquisition on the relation between sovereign power and biological existence with a concise 

formula that reveals much about the political economies that shaped his world: ÒThe p"dish"h is 

the representative [n"Õib] of the imam; the imam is the representative of the prophet 

[paygh"mbar]; the prophet is the representative of God [khod"].Ó421 The mimetic relation 

between these various nodes of power may be schematized as follows:   

p"dish"hÑ mimesis of !m"m 
!m"mÑ mimesis of prophet  
prophetÑ mimesis of God  
 

A comparison of this typology with that found in al-M"ward!Õs Precepts of Sovereignty reveals 

that the Persian theorist has introduced one radical change into Islamic political theoryÕs mimetic 

                                                        
421 !!"#$ % !"# $% &'() * !"# $ %&'(!"# )*(+ ,('- $ ./- ,('- )*(+ 0(12(# 3# 45(12(# -6 .7("+ 89- $ 0(12(# 4:;- <:+-=>    !"#$ %&'( )*+'  
(CM 43).  
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hierarchy.422 The Persian text has added the p"dish"h, a figure that occurs nowhere in al-

M"ward!Õs treatise. Just as imam for al-M"ward! signifies a vice-regent (khal!fa), so does 

p"dish"h for Ni!"m# cAru&! signify sultan. In both instances, an abstract historical referent is 

preferred to a concrete historical one. It follows from this that the reader of al-M"ward! 

encounters the imam more frequently than the caliph, and the reader of Ni!"m# cAru&! 

encounters the p"dish"h more frequently than the sultan. But the silence of the caliph and sultan 

in normative a!k"m  and akhl"q texts does not demonstrate their irrelevance.  

Conduct of Kings and Four Discourses are as permeated by the sultanate as Precepts of 

Sovereignty is permeated by the caliphate. Although these texts do not name their focal points, 

their omissions reveal more than their inclusions. To have openly questioned the institution of 

the caliph in the age of its decline or the sultanate in the age of material powerÕs replacement by 

discursive sovereignty would have been to obviate poetryÕs task of critiquing political structures 

through aesthetic indirection. By contrast, the idiom in which the prison poem is most at home, 

discursive sovereignty, renders rhetorically aspects of sovereignty that would otherwise appear to 

be insusceptible to the passage of time. By temporalizing the discourse of sovereignty as 

Kh!q!n" did in his poems on ruins and on prophecy, the prison poem became the means through 

which discursive sovereignty was mediated to material power.  

Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs chain of being is the principle of life and therefore also of death. It 

moves beings and non-beings from one moment in time to the next: the knowledge that they 

participate in a cycle of birth and death, or as Ni!"m# cAru&! phrases it, of kawn o fas"d (CM, 32, 

36), the regime of generation and corruption, of that which is mortal because it is created. 

Ni!"m# cAru&! sees this realm, which is necessarily collective and intrinsically political, as more 
                                                        
422 Al-A!k"m al -Sul!"n#yya, ed. Maximiliam Enger (Bonn: Adolphum Marcum, 1249/1853), 3-33.  
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monumental than anything an individual could achieve left to craft a world alone. By invoking 

the world of being and decay (kawn o fas"d) repeatedly at strategic junctures in his work, Ni!"m# 

cAru&! inserts himself into an Arabic philosophical tradition heavily dominated by the legacy of 

al-F"r"b!. But as pertinent as al-F"r"b! to Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs New Persian cosmology is a little-

studied work of al-Kind!, On the Explanation of the Active Proximate Cause of Generation and 

Corruption, a text which articulated for the first time in Arabic the contingency of the political, 

and thereby initiated an awareness that informed the most brilliant subsequent Arabic 

philosophical treatises.423 Ni!"m# cAru&! supplemented political contingency with a concept of 

sovereignty-as-representation, and a systematic distinction between authority and power, more 

nuanced than any yet seen.  

The presentation of sovereignty in Four Discourses calls to mind George MakdisiÕs 

description of the relation between caliphal authority and sultanate power during this same 

period. Makdisi understands authority in this context to refer to the Òright (droit) to command 

and direct.Ó A right that is exercised freely implies freedom for those who command as much as 

for those who are commanded. By contrast, power on MakdisiÕs account refers to the capacity to 

compel Òobedience by others.Ó Equally, the act of compelling assumes the absence of agency on 

the part of those who administer the law as well as for those to whom the law is administered. 

                                                        
423 This text (the full title is Al-binat in al-ilat al-facilat al-qaribat al-k(n wa al-fas"d) has been published in Ras"Õil 
al-Kind! al-Falsafiyyah, ed. M. A. H. Ab# Rid"h (Cairo: Yutlabu min Dar al-Fikr al-cArabi, 1950-3), 1: 226-237. 
Al -Kind! may have taken his title from AristotleÕs On Generation and Corruption [LM>N OM<PCM;0 .-N *Q@>R0]. For 
k(n o fas"d in early MuStazil! writings, see Richard M. Frank, The Metaphysics of Created Being According to Abž 
L-Hudhayl al-`All‰f (Istanbul / Leiden: Nederlands Historisch-Archaeologisch Instituut in het Nabije Oosten, 1966), 
8 and 16.  
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Ultimately, the exercise of authority presumes agency, while power assumes the opposite:  force 

coercitive.424  

Ni!"m# cAru&! concludes his disquisition on the twin logics of sovereignty and mimetic 

representation with a telling citation from the Sh"hn"ma, the text Masc!d Sacd was believed to 

have anthologized for Masc!d  of Ghazna.425 Written a century and a half earlier, at a time when 

the Ghaznavids were still in ascent and Persian kingly symbolism evoked grander connotations 

than it did under Shanshab"n!d rule, the Sh"hn"ma was gradually becoming the major source for 

representations of pre-Islamic kingship in the Eastern Islamic world. As the only explicitly poetic 

citation in Ni!"m! cAru&!Õs introduction, Ferdows!Õs dictum concerning the intimacy between 

prophetic and kingly knowledge wields unique authority: 

!"# $% &'( &")*! ! "!"#$%&  
 !" "#$ %&#' ("!" !"#$%&!  

(CM 42) 
 

The knowledge the prophet shares 
with the king is like two jewels in one ring. 

 
Towards the close of the second discourse (maq!la) on Òthe essence of the poetic art, and 

the task of the poetÓ (dar m"h!yyat-i cilm-i shicr o #al!"#at-i sh"cir ) we find an equally fortuitous 

invocation of Ferdows! and an even more nuanced presentation of the poet-patron relation. The 

citation from Ferdows! is uttered by Ma!m"d  of GhaznaÕs vizier to the Sultan, who does not 

grasp its import until the meaning is expounded to him. Ma!m"d  has just returned from an 

                                                        
424 George Makdisi, ÒLes Rapports Entre Calife et Sultan a lÕepoque Saljuqide,Ó IJMES 6.2 (1975): 228-236 
(autoritŽ veut dire le droit de commander et de diriger, tandis que pouvoir veut dire la force avec laquelle on oblige 
les autres ˆ obeir. Droit d'un c™tŽ, force coercitive de l'autre). In this stimulating attempt to show that the continual 
hostility between the caliph and the sultan co-existed with Òune attraction magnetique entre pouvoir et autorite,Ó 
Makdisi argues that ÒL'avenement des sultans s'explique par le fait que le calife ne disposait plus d'une force 
coercitive suffisante pour maintenir le pouvoir, un pouvoir superieur a celui de tout autre pretendantÓ (228). 
425 Mahmud Omidsalar, ÒMasc!d Sacd Salm!n o Sh!hn!ma-yi Ferdows!,Ó Gulist"n 3 (1999): 99-112; BertelÕs, 
Istoriia, 386. BertelÕs says that Masc!d  SacdÕs patron Ab# Na$r Farisi asked the poet to summarize one-third of 
Ferdows!Õs poem. The result was Ikhtiyarat!-yi Sh"hn"ma (Selections from the Sh"hn"ma), the first rewriting of 
Ferdows!Õs poem. Omidsalar disputes the attribution of this no-longer extant work to Masc!d Sacd.  
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campaign spent wrecking destruction in India. On the road home, Ma!m"d  sends a robe of honor 

to a rebellious Indian ruler who commands a powerful fortress (' e#"r -i ostow"r), in the hopes of 

quelling ÒseditionÓ (what non-partisan observers would call justified resentment at being 

plundered) with luxury. When Ma!m"d  expresses anxiety over the Indian rulerÕs reply to his 

vizier, the latter replies in verse: 

!"#$ %&' () *+,- .$ /0" 
!"#$%&'% ( )%*#+ ( ,&- ( .+ 

(CM 88) 
 

If the answer goes against me 
then I will combat with Afr"s!y"b . 

 
Ma!m"d  does not recognize the quote, so he asks his vizier to tell him its source. The speaker, 

the sultan reflects, Òmust have been rich in humanity.Ó The vizier explains that the lines were 

composed by poor (b!chare) Ferdows!, who Òlabored for twenty-five years to finish the 

Sh"hn"ma and who never saw a reward for his labors [hich thamareh nad!d].Ó Ma!m"d  

expresses his regret for his callous treatment of the poet who brought him the earliest version of 

the completed epic (an event Four Discourses has already narrated in detail) and asks his vizier 

to remind him to send a gift to Ferdows!. When he returns to Ghazna, the vizier fulfills his rulerÕs 

request. Ma!m"d Õs gift is generous: sixty thousand dinars of indigo to !" s, the poetÕs ancestral 

home. Fittingly, the gift arrives on the very day of Ferdows!Õs funeral, and even more fittingly, 

Ferdows!Õs daughter proudly rejects the SultanÕs gifts.  

One would be hard-pressed to find a more moving evocation of the multifaceted dialectic 

between poetry and power than this incident, here attended by a detailed oral genealogy. Ni!"m# 

cAru&! reports that the anecdote was told to him by Mucizz!, the poet we first encountered as the 

author of the first Persian political treatise, in the year 541 (=1120 CE) just one year before 
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Masc!d SacdÕs death, four years before Mucizz!Õs own death, and four years after the critic 

visited Ferdows!Õs grave. The anecdote thus enters the text through three mediations: first, by 

Ferdows!, second, by Mucizz!, third, by Ni"#m! cAru&!. The role played in the anecdoteÕs 

transmission by Ma!m"d  of Ghazna and his vizier was never as apparent as the role their regrets 

were made to serve by poets, the putative propagandizers of imperial rule.  

With his citations from the Sh"hn"ma and his narration of the events surrounding 

Ferdows!Õs death, Ni"#m! cAru&! instructs his readers that the sovereignty of poetry is not 

always, or even usually, discernable in contexts contemporaneous with itself. No straightforward 

historical analysis can yield the ways of its mattering, or elucidate the channels of its fertility. 

When W.H. Auden famously argued that poetry Òsurvives / In the valley of its making,Ó he 

intended this clause restrictively, for poetry, he added, survives merely as a Òway of happening, a 

mouth.Ó AudenÕs gloss adds force to our understanding of why Ni!"m# cAru&! turned to 

Ferdows!Õs Sh"hn"ma: the Persian theorist of the lyric prison poem was intrigued by the epic 

poetÕs untimely monument to Ghaznavid sovereignty.  

Ni!"m# cAru&! reads Mucizz!Õs account of Ma!m"d Õs refusal to compensate Ferdows! 

adequately for the Sh"hn"ma as testimony to poetryÕs untimeliness. Much like Ferdows!Õs epic, 

although driven by different aesthetic goals, Masc!d SacdÕs prisonÕs poetry sought to reconfigure 

actually-existing relations of power between patron and poet, to shift authority onto poetry, and 

thereby to offer a newly refurbished concept of sovereignty, clarified by rhetoricÕs contribution 

to political theory through the doctrine of QurÕ"nic inimitability. Ni!"m# cAru&! was a sensitive 

chronicler of the transformations in sovereignty, rhetoric, and poetry that shaped his world. His 

reflections have received extensive treatment here because his treatise made it possible for poets 
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other than Masc!d Sacd to write prison poems that drew even more compellingly on the aesthetic 

resources afforded by discursive sovereignty. Without these twinned critical interventions, the 

history of the Persian prison poem would be unwritable, and arguably, the genre itself would not 

have had the impact it did on Persian literary culture.  

To return to Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs initial reference to the Sh"hn"ma, comparing prophetic 

knowledge to sovereign power: ÒThe knowledge the prophet shares / with the king is like two 

jewels in one ring (chon"n d"n ke sh"h! o payghambar! / d( gawhar buvad dar yek! 

angoshtar!).Ó We are well-advised to read beyond the most obvious meaning of this citation. 

ÒTwo jewels in one ringÓ would seem to be a good thing, but, as shown in chapter four, gawhar 

(jewel) has many ambivalent valences. In probing beneath this image, into its subtextual 

associations, ambivalences abound. Is a ring with two jewels rather than one really such a 

wonderful thing? Do not two jewels threaten to weigh down the ring, and at least potentially 

induce pain, much like two bodies trying to fit on a throne intended for one ruler? The syntax of 

the poem itself underscores the inappropriateness of placing too many jewels on a single ring: 

Òtwo jewels on one ringÓ violates logic and aesthetic harmony, and is hardly attractive. A ring 

loaded with two jewels is as gaudy and excessive as Ma!m"d Õs dynasty, sustained as it is 

through raids on Indian territory.  

Contemporaneous authors such as al-B!r#n! expressed their contempt for Ma!m"d Õs 

conquests, the very same conquests celebrated by his court poets cUn$ur! and Farrukh!.426 

Revisiting Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs representation of Ma!m"d  in the context of contemporaneous 

political theory foregrounds how the prison poem genre thematically and substantively 

                                                        
426 Mu!ammad ibn A!mad al-B!r#n!, Kit!b al -B!r"n! f! ta#q!q m$ lil-Hind min maq!lah maqb!lah f" al-caql aw 
mardh!lah, ed. Edward Sachau (London, Trubner & Co, 1887), 11. 
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distinguished itself from the prose historiographic tradition of al-B!r#n! and Bayhaq! even as it 

appropriated the formal elements of the tripartite panegyric qa$!da. Ni!"m# cAru&! perceived that, 

like the Ghaznavid, and, even more so, the Ghurid dynasty under which he was writing, a ring 

with two jewels cannot maintain its integrity forever. Far from being a perfect fit, the illogical 

and asymmetric juxtaposition of two to one (d( to yek!) is aesthetically and politically a 

prescription for failure.  

According to Ni!"m# cAru&!Õs anachronistic reading of a text penned a century earlier, 

Ferdows! appears to argue for intimacy between material power (p"dish"h!) and prophecy 

(payghambar!). He even supports the subordination of the former to the latter, but little in the 

text substantiates this reading. P"dish"h and the payghambarÑ by this point in the text the 

Persian term has entirely replaced the Arabic nab!Ñ are indeed located in a single ring 

(angoshtar!), but the politician and prophet exists at three degrees of separation, from khod"  to 

payghambar, payghambar to !m"m, and !m"m to p"dish"h. Rather than suggest the concentration 

of power in a single entity, the relation documented by Ni!"m# cAru&! and Ferdows! registers 

powerÕs increasing bifurcation and consequential reliance on discursive sovereignty. This 

bifurcation in turn leads to its inverse, whereby material power and discursive sovereignty 

compete with each other, anticipating the aesthetics of incarceration.  

Ni!"m# cAru&! composed his introduction with the ambition of narrating, not the origin of 

poetry, as with cAwf!Õs Lub!b al-Alb!bÑ a text with which Four Discourses otherwise bears 

comparisonÑ but the origin of the form of sociality germane to human experience. Human 

sociality, Ni!"m# cAru&! demonstrates, is best situated within the cosmic order of death, decay, 

and reproduction. Even sovereignty itself is provisionally biological for Ni!"m# cAru&! in the 
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sense that power (quw" ) in the mineral, plant, animal, and human worlds does not depend on the 

exercise of agency. Far more decisive than the question of agency is the entelechy connecting the 

living to the dead, and those lacking life to those abundant in being.  

In this light also, we are permitted to read the criticÕs assertion that after prophecy 

(payghambar!), no office is more powerful (qavitar) than that of the king (malik)Ó (CM 44) with 

close attention to what goes unsaid: however powerful the p"dish"h may be, he can never 

compete with the prophet (payghambar). In desacralizing kingship by describing the king 

uncharacteristically as malik rather than as p"dish"h, Ni!"m# cAru&! registers the point clearly. 

Because Ni!"m# cAru&! perceived that the prophet could potentially assist poetryÕs claim to 

discursive sovereignty, he insisted on institutionalizing poetic knowledge (cilm-i shicr), along 

with the arts of the chancellery (cilm-i dab!r!), astronomy (cilm-i noj(m), and medicine (cilm-i 

!ibb). The reframing the status of poetry in relation to other disciplines, forms of knowledge, 

speech genres, and modes of power effected in the Four Discourses contributed to the rapid 

proliferation of the prison poem throughout the medieval Persianate ecumene.  

Ni!"m# cAru&! was prepared to subordinate philosophy to poetry in light of the new role 

accorded the poet in the age of sultanate power. While theoretical speculation accompanied the 

rise of the caliphateÑ as evidenced by the flourishing of dialectical theology (kal"m) under the 

cAbb"sid caliphs al-Macm#n and al-Mucta$imÑ poetry attended the emergence of multiple 

sultanates in the wake of the demise of caliphal power. Perceiving that a complete merger 

between the poet-philosopher-prophet and ruler was unthinkable during the Ghaznavid twilight 

and the Ghurids ascent, Ni!"m# cAru&! revived the concept of the imam, protector of the Islamic 

state and representative (n"Õib) of the prophet, as an agent who required the four elements of 
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Persian statecraft (poetry, chancellery, astronomy, and medicine) to attain to sovereignty. This 

explains why many prison poets discussed in this work, most notably Kh"q"n!, mobilized the 

semiotics of S"s"nian kingship to evoke a world that twelfth-century Islamic polities could never 

possess: a society wherein the ruler was vested not only with the power to punish, but also with 

sovereign authority, and where he could compel not merely obedience, but, more crucially for 

the continuing hegemony of a state that could not last forever, consent, from his subjects.  
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Glossary  
 

cajamÑ non-Arab; literally, Òinarticulate,Ó on analogy with T=>T->@0 (barbarian); commonly 
used to refer to Persian 
 
!ya (pl. !y!t )Ñ verses from one of the 114 s#ras of the QurÕ"n; literally, ÒsignsÓ; also used in 
special instances to describe verses of poetry  
 
bad!cÑ trope, innovation; refers to a poetic style based on the use of fresh imagery; 
morphologically, if not always semantically, related to bidca (heresy)   
 
bay!nÑ ÒelucidationÓ; a branch of rhetoric along with cilm-i macn! and cilm-i bal"gha 
 
bayt (pl. ab"!t)Ñ distich; equals two mi; r" cs; related to the Arabic word for house (beyt) 
 
d"w!nÑ collection of poems, usually posthumous; also used to mean any official register    
 
#himm" (=ahl al-#himma)Ñ non-Muslim ÒprotectedÓ peoples, including Christians, Jews, and 
sometimes Zoroastrians; generally restricted to those subscribing to monotheistic faiths 
 
fakhrÑ boasting; commonly deployed in the pre-Islamic qa!"da and also in the prison poem  
 
ghara# (pl. aghr! #)Ñ ÒgenresÓ in classical Arabic literary theory; the component sections of 
qa$!das 
 
ghazalÑ love poem that originates formally in the nas#b section of the qa;#da; soon broke off 
from the qa;#da to constitute an independent formal genre 
 
had"thÑ sayings and teaching concerning the life of the Prophet; second in authority to the 
QurÕ"n  
 
hij!Õ (=hijv)Ñ invective, often directed by one poet against another; sometimes contrasted with  
mad!" 
 
"h!mÑ literally, Òthe creation of doubtÓ; a literary trope that juxtaposes a wordÕs proximate 
meaning (macn" qar!b) with its distant meaning (macn"  bacid, macn"  ghar!b), and that aims to 
evoke this proximate while the distant meaning is the intended one 
 
"m!mÑ for exponents of classical in Islamic political theory (such as al-M"ward!), the standard 
term for the Caliph (khal"fa), or any temporal ruler; after 1260 (the year of the destruction of 
Baghdad by Mongol invaders), refers to a purely spiritual function 
 
j!hiliyya Ñ ignorance; The Òage of ignoranceÓ (al-a#r al-j!hiliyya ) refers to a period prior to the 
QurÕ"nic revelation when many of the most important Arabic poems were composed 
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khal"faÑ Caliph; vice-regent, representative; the institution whereby an !m"m represents the 
Prophet who in turn represents God; the normative form of political power for the cAbb"sid 
period; fell into decline in the eleventh century onwards with the ascendancy of the Buwayhids 
and the consolidation of the Ghaznavid and Salj#q sultanates. Khal"fa occurs in the QurÕ"n at 
2:30 and 38: 26. 
 
laf$ (pl. alf! $)Ñ sound, the phonemic counterpart to macn"  in the constitution of the poetic unit  
 
macn"  (pl. mac!n" )Ñ sense, the semantic counterpart to laf$ in the constitution of the poetic unit; 
in other usages: topoi, motifs, themes   
 
ma#hab (pl. ma#hahib)Ñ legal rite; one of the four schools of fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence): 
!anaf", Sh"fic!, "anbal!, and M"lik! . The first two were most closely associated with Shirw"n. 
 
mad!"Ñ the second section of a Persian qa!"da; literally, ÒpraiseÓ directed towards the patron; 
sometimes contrasted with hij!Õ/hijv 
 
ma#m%n (pl. ma#!m"n)Ñ tropes, motifs; often distinguished from mac!n"  in later Persian 
poetics 
 
mathnaw"Ñ narrative verse in rhymed couplets; unique to Persian  
 
mi&r! c Ñ hemistich; two mi&r! cs comprise a couplet (bayt); also means Òfolding doorÓ in Arabic 
 
nas"bÑ erotic prelude; one of the three sections (aghr! #) that comprise the tripartite qa&"da; 
formal ancestor for the ghazal; also referred to as tashb!b 
 
nathrÑ prose; literally Òscattered speechÓ; contrasted with na!m 
 
na!mÑ poetry; literally Òordered discourseÓ; contrasted with nathr 
 
qa&"da (pl. qa&!Õid)Ñ the normative formal genre of poetic composition in Arabic and Persian; 
often but not always panegyric in content; classically comprised of three sections (nas"b, ra!"l , 
mad!"); constituted by multiple aghr! # (sing. ghara#)   
 
qi!cehÑ literally, ÒfragmentÓ; refers to all divisions of poetry shorter than a qa$!da 
 
rad"fÑ end refrain of a full semantic unit, such as a word, unique to Persian; more complex than 
simple q!f"ya (rhyme) 
 
ra!"l Ñ (journey or transition section); in some courtly Persian qa$!das preceded by a gur!zg"h 
(transition section) 
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rith!Õ (=marthiya; pl. mar!th")Ñ elegy; a genre dating back to the pre-Islamic period; distinct 
from the qa$!da; often composed by women 
 
rub! c" (pl. rub! c"yy!t)Ñ quatrain with end rhyme in AABA or AAAA; sometimes referred to in 
Persian as dubayt! (Òtwo coupletsÓ) 
 
ta#hkiraÑ biographical dictionary 
 
sariq!tÑ literary appropriation; plagarism 
 
shicrsÑ poetics couplets; often recited orally 
 
sukhanÑ speech, poetic discourse (unique to Persian; comparable to the Arabic kal"m)  
 
s$raÑ division of the QurÕ"n; there are 114 s#ras in the QurÕ"n in total, which are in turn divided 
into !y!t  
 
takhallu&Ñ the name by which a poet refers to himself in his poetry; also the transition section of 
a qa$!da that commonly occurs towards the end of the poem 
 
zind!nn!ma Ñ Òpoems from prisonÓ; the modern Persian equivalent of ' abs!yy"t  
 
zunn!r Ñ yellow belt worn by #himm" peoples to signify their non-Muslim status; a calque from 
the Greek z2narion (:;<=>?@<=belt); later came to refer to the BrahmanÕs thread (Sanskrit: 
yaj–opav!ta)  
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ABBREVIATIONS  
 
 

Prose Texts 
 
CM     Ni!"m# al-cAru&! Samarqand!, Chah!r maq!la (=Majmac al-naw"der; Four Discourses) 
 
FJ        !iy" Õ al-D!n Baran!, Fat!w! -yi jah!nd!r"  (Rulings on Governance) 
 
SP       Alfonso X, Las siete partidas del rey don Alfonso el Sabio (The Seven Parts)  
 
SM Ni!"m al -Mulk [and Mucizz! Nish"pur!], S!y"satn"ma (=Siyyar al-Mul(k ; Conduct of 

Kings) 
 
HS  Rash!d al-D!n Wa"w#", !ad"Õiq al-si!r f" daq#Õiq al-shicr (Magic Gardens: On the 

Nuances of Poetry)  
 

Journals 
 

BSOAS         Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 
 
IJMES  International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 
 
JAL  Journal of Arabic Literature 
 
JNES  Journal of Near Eastern Studies 
 
JOAS  Journal of the American Oriental Society 
 
JRAS  Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland 
 
JSAI  Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam  
 
MDAT  Majallah-yi D"nishkada-yi Adab!y"t-i Tehr"n   
 
MLQ  Modern Language Quarterly 
 
NLH  New Literary History 
 
TSLL  Texas Studies in Literature and Language 
 
YCLG   Yearbook of Comparative Literature and General Literature 
 
ZDMG   Zeitschrift der Deutschen MorgenlŠndischen Gesellschaft 
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Appendix: The Prison Poems of Kh!q!n" and Falak"  

Kh!q!n", Prison Poem No. 1  

1.  !"#$ %&'  !"#$ %& '( )"( #$                  !"# $%&' ()*)+ ,'&, &-+   
2.  ! "# $ %&" '(!! !!!  !" #$% &'(          !"!! ! "#$ %&'(!! !!! !!!"   
3.  !"# !"#$ %&' ! !"!!    !"# $%&'               ! "#$% "$& '()!!"#$ !!"#   
4.  !" !!!"# !"! !"#    !"#$% &'()                     ! "#!!! !"! !"# !"#$ %&'(   
5.  !"# !" #$%&!! !"# $%& '()*                 ! "#$% &'!! !!!! !!"# !"#$   
6.  !"#$ !"# $%&'()!!"  !"#$                        !"# $% &' ()#&* +!, $'!) -.   
7.  !" !"# $%& '(&!   !"#$%&'                    !"!! ! "#$%!! !"#$ %&'   
8.  !"# !" #$ %& '(&!!   !" #$%&                !!!" ! "#$!!! !" #$%!!   
9.  !" !"# $%&' ()*+,-%. /-!                         ! "#!!! !"# $ %&'( !") *)$   

10.  !"#    !"#$ %& '()* +,-) .)                    !"# $% &'!! !"#! $%&'() *!   
11.  !" ! "#$ %&'(!!! ! " #$!!!                !"#$ %&!! !"#$ %& '()!! !"#$   
12.  !" ! "#!!"#$ !!!"#    !"# $%& '             ! "#$!!"  !"# $%&' %(!!"#   
13.  !"# !!!! !"!! ! "#$ %&'!!"               ! "#$ %&'() '* +,$' +$!!"   
14.  !"!!" ! "# $%&' ()*+!!!    !"#            !"# $% &!! !" #$% &'()!!   
15.  !"# !"# !#    !"# $#%& '( )*+            !" #$%&' !( )*!! !"#$ %&'   
16.  !"    !"#$ %&' ()*&+ ,-.&* /0            !"#$! !!!" !" #$ %!"&' !"   
17.  !"#$% !"!!    !"#$% &'( &") *+            !"#" $%#&' (#) (*+#,-. #/    
18.  !"#$ !"#$!!"    !" #$"%                       ! "#$ !%#&'!"# $!! !"#$   
19.  !" !"#!!" !"#$!!"#   !"#$% &                 !"# $%!!" !"#! "$%&'()*   
20.  !" !"!! ! "#$%&'()!!"    !"# $%          !"#$! ! "# $%&!!! !"#!   
21.  !"#$%& '#() ! "#!!    !"# $% &            !"# $%# &'()%# *+ !"! !"#$%   
22.  !"#  !"#$%&!!"#$ !!!" !!"!               ! "#$ %!&'( %)*+!!" !!"#   
23.  !"! !" #$%&' () *$ +!   !               !"#$ %!&'( !)* +! !"#$   
24.  !" !"#$ %&!!"   !"#$% &'(#)               !"#$% &' ()!!" !"# $%&'   
25.  !" ! "!" #$!%&' () "!"!!    !"#            !"#$ %& '()*+ ',+-! %& !".   
26.  !" !!"# !!!"   !"#$% &'() *+           !" #$%!"#  !!"!!  !"!!"#$   
27.  !"# !"#$!!"    !"#!$ %&% '()               !"!# $%&' (' $)*+*, $-"   
28.  !" !"# $%!! !!!    !"#$% &'( )"        !"# $% &'!! !"! !"# $%& '!   
29.  !"    !"#$%& '()*$% & +(,$% -%           !" #$!!"!! !"# $!! !!! !"!# $   
30.  !" ! "#!!"#    !"#$ %&' ( )*            !" # $%&'! !" #!! !"# $!   
31.  !" !"# $%!! ! "#$ %& '()!    !"#       ! "#$%&' ()*!!" !"#$%&   
32.  !"# !"#! !!"#!    !"#$% &'()              ! "#!!! !"!#$ %&' () *+,-   
33.  !" !"#$%!  !"# $% &'!!"#!                   !"!!" ! "! #$!! !"#$%   
34.  !" !"#! !" #$% &'()%!!                      !"#!! ! "# #!!! !"# $%&   
35.  !" !"#$%!!" !!!"    !"#$%                     !"!! !"#!!" !" #$%!!   
36.  !"#$%&' ! "!!    !"#$ %                       ! "!!! !"# $#%&' ( )*+,-#!   
37.  !"# !" #$  !"#$ %&'# %()* +                  !"!!" !" #$%!!! !" #$ %&$   
38.  !"# ! "#$% &$'()!!    !"#$               ! "#$% &'(! ")*!! !"#$   
39.  !"# !"#!! !"!!"! !"# $!!                    !"# $% &' ()'*+,! !"#$   
40.  !" !"#$%& '! ! "!!   !"#$%               !"#$% &'!!"# !" !"#$ %   
41.  ! "#$!!"" !"# $%& !'()!                      !"# $ %& "'"( )*!!!" !"#$   
42.  !" !"! !"#$ ! !"# $% &'()!!                !"#! !"#$ %&' "()! *+,-   
43.  !" !"#$ %&' ()!!   !"# $% &'()                !"!! !"!!" !"#$ %&' (")!   
44.  !"#    !"#$% &$ '()*%() +,-.                    !"#$ %&' (!' )* +,-./ 012   
45.  !"!!"#$% ! "# $%&!!"   !"#                     !" #$%!! !"#$ !% &!"#$   
46.  !"#   !"#$ %$ & '(") %$ *)(+                 ! " #$%!!"#$ !"# $%& '%(   
47.  !"# ! "#!! !"#!!"#   !"#$                   !" # $%" # &'()" *#+ ,!"#$%   
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48.  !" !!  !" #!$% &' #( )*+                     !"#$ %& '( %) *!! !!!! !"!#$ %&'   
49.  !"# !"#$ %"&'   !"#$% &'                       !!!"#$ !"#$ % & '()*+ % &   
50.  !"#!!   !"#$ %& '()* %&+                       !"#!! ! "# $%&'( "'&!!"   
51.  !"!!"# ! "#$ %&!!!    !"#$ %            !"# $%!! !" #$ %&!! !"#$   
52.  !"# !"#$ %&'()*!!" !"#!                       ! "#$%& %'(!!"#$ !"#   
53.  !"#$% !"#$ !    !"#" $%&"                     !"! !"#$%& '() *+ +&,-.   
54.  !" !"!#$!!    !"#$ %&' () *'+,              !"# $ %&'(!! !"#! !" #!!   
55.  !" !"# $%& '()! !"# $!%!               !" #$% &'( )*+ ,+&-.!!"   
56.  ! !"#!! ! "#!!!    !"#$%                     !"#$ %#&'!! !"#$%!"   
57.  !    !"#$% $&%' ($) *+&%'                   !"#$% & '()*+, -#.#/ 0%   
58.  !"   !"#$ % &'$ ()* +, "- ./            !"!!"  ! "# "$!!"#$ !"#$   
59.  !"  !"#$% &% '( )*$* &+ , -./*'            !"#!! !"#$ %&' &()*$   
60.  !"    !"#$ # %&' # (#$ )*+ ,- ./0         !" #$!! !"#$ %&' & ()* ')+  
61.     !"#$ %&' ('$ )* )+, -. /012             ! "#$ %&'$ ()%*+ ,-. /0!!"   
62.  !" ! "#$ %& '()!!! ! "#$!!!              !" #$% &' ($) *+!! !"#$ %&'   
63.  !"#$% ! "#$ %& '( )*+,!!!               !" #$%& '() *+, -./01!!   
64.  !" !"#! ! "#$!!!   !"# $% $&             !"# $# %&'( &)* +,-. $/    
65.  !"# !!!"    !"#$% %&$ '()*+             !"#$ % &'( )*#+ ,&'( -./   
66.  !"#!! !"#   !"# $% & '() *+, $%        !"#$ %$& %'( ) %'(!* )+ ,-   
67.  !" !"# $% &'( )( *+ ,-./ 012+!           !"!! !"#$ $%&'! () #$ *   
68.  !" !"#$%!    !"#$ %&' ()*+"             !"#$ %&' ()*+&, -.! !"#$   
69.  !"# !!!"   !"#$ %&'() *+,              !"# $%& '()* "+,!! !!!"   
70.  !" ! "#$!!"#$ !"#$ %&"'!!               ! "#$%& '& ()!! !"#$%&' (   
71.  !" !! !"#"$! !"#$ %!!  !"#$            ! "#!!"# !! !"# !"#!! !"#$   
72.  !"!! !"# $% &'(!!" ! "#!!!!           !"!! !"#"$ %& $'()* %+ ,&   
73.  !"# !!! ! " #$%!!"#  !"#$% &'()         !"#$% &'(! " #!! !"#$   
74.  !"# !"# $%&' (   !"#$ %                   !"#$! !"#$% &'! !"#$!   
75.  !" !"!!   !" #$ %& '() *+ ,-)           !"!! ! "#$%#! &' ($)#!!!"#   
76.  !!!! !!!! !"#$%" &'( )!               !"!! !"!! !"#$%& '() *!   
77.  !"!!" ! "#$%&!!"    !"!#$                !"# $%$ &'%() *+,(- %.(/   
78.  !" !" # $#% &'( # )*+,- $#%!!         !"# $%!! !"#$ %! !" #!!"   
79.  !" !"#$ %&'!!   !"# $%&' (               !"# $ %"& '(!! !"#$ %&'   
80.  !" !!! !"# $ %&'()#! !"#$ %          !"# $%!!"# !" # $%&'(!!"   
81.  !"# $% & '()* $% & +,#() $%!!              !"!!"#$ !" # $%&' #!!"   
82.  !" !"#!! ! " #$% &' "!!" !"#$%            ! "#!!"#$!!" !"!#$%! &'( )   
83.  !" !"#! !"!! !"# $%!! !!"#              !"# $%! !!!! ! "#!!"# !!!"   
84.  !" !!! !"#$ %& '() * +,- *!           ! "!# $%!!" ! !"# $%& '(   
85.  !" ! "#$!! ! "#$ %&!'(!!"#                ! "#$ %&!! !"#$ %&' !("!)   
86.  !" !"# $ %&'(! ! "# $" %&%'!!         !"#$ %& '()$ *+, -.& /&   
87.  !" !"#!!    !"#$ % &'( % )%*+            !"# $!!! !"# $% &!! !"#"   
88.  ! !"#!!!    !"#$ %&' ()" *+,          !"# $!!! !"!!" !"#$ %&'   
89.  !" ! "#$!!" !!! !"#$%&                    !" #$% &' #'()* +$,-. '-,!!   
90.  !   !"#$ %& ' (")*( %&                  !" #$ %& '!(!! !!! !"!!"   
91.  !"# ! "#!!! ! "#$%!!    !"#$           !"# $%&!! ! "!!! !"!!" !"#   

 The Christian Qasida English Translation  

1. The sky, holding me like a monk in chains, 
is more broken than the Christian script. 

2. Has Jesus parted from this world, 
this glass roof, crafted by the Antichrist?  

3. My body is bent like Mary's thread. 
My heart is whole like the needle of Jesus. 

4. I am shackled with ropes in this cell, 
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as Jesus was pinned down by a needle. 
5. Why did the one-eyed needle 

find a refuge devil-like in JesusÕ collar? 
6. My days are clad in monks' black garments; 

nightly I raise my monkish voice, 
7. My morning horn splits the cross panes of my window, 

opening on to the earthÕs green roof. 
8. My sighs make the sea boil. 

The seaÕs bottom is the desert where  
9. Jesus cleansed himself in sand. 

The heavenly fathers have lost their patience. 
10. Like Jesus, I renounce my fathers. 

What use to me is that star of knowledge, 
11. since I am in darkness, and its particles gleam? 

If Kay Khusrow speaks from his illumined palace, 
12. why has Bashan fallen into the night of captivity ? 

What comfort can the bird of Jesus bring, 
13. neighbor of the virgin Sun? 

If he can make a blind man see 
14. why does Jesus not make his own bird sing? 

The progeny of my virgin speech 
15. resembles Jesus speaking for MaryÕs purity.  

My poetic discourse reveals my virginity,  
16. and the palm tree shows MaryÕs miracle. 

Five centuries after the Prophet's flight 
17. have seen no one like me. Behold, my proof speaks! 

From my heart, pricked all over like a beehive, 
18. I bring clamors of blood-drenched bees. 

Let the wick of my oily tongue burn 
19. from the fire of my sighs, like a Christian candelabrum. 

I am suspended midair like a candelabrum. 
20. My body burns as my enemies bind me with three chains. 

My head is bent like Mary and I cry from their mockery. 
21. My tears are the breath of pure Jesus. 

I turn my face and back on mockery 
22. just like the two alifs (!) in the word obey ( !"#$% ) 

Since there is no help for me from my companions,  
23. I wonÕt ask anyone to help me. 

Against the evils of the times, in God [Allah] 
24. patience is from the Lord [khod"]. 

I ask no help from the cAbb"sids.  
25. From the Salj#qs I expect no friend. 

This age will not treat me justly. 
26. What good are Arsl"n and Bughra to me? 

As there is no Joseph to save me from drought, 
27. what is Benjamin and Judah to me? 

I have acquired faith from seven sages. 
Although the Muslims give me no justice, 

28. certainly I will never turn from Islam. 
After I recite [the s#ras] al-! amd, al-Ra!m"n, al-Kahf  

29. after Y!s"n, #!s"n, M"m, and  #!h!, 
after the required ( ajj, after circling Kacba, 

30. after stoning [Satan], running between mountains, reciting Labbayk and prayers, 
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after all these forty days of mourning finishes in thirty years, 
31. shall I practice the [Christian] penance publicly for fifty days? 

I have a handful of enemies acting as Jews. 
32. Like Jesus, I fear a sudden mockery/attack. 

What would you say if I flee from Jewish oppression  
33. to the gate of the Sukubi Monastery? 

And if I search for the threshold of infidelity  
34. and stop seeking faith where the leader sits enthroned? 

The gate of the Abkhazians stands open. 
35. The sanctuary of the Greeks is ready [to receive me]. 

Do I turn the direction of prayers from the Kacba  
36. back to Jerusalem and its furthest mosque?  

After fifty years of Muslim piety, 
37. these crucifying fetters do not suit me. 

Do I kiss the church bell? 
38. Do I dress in chains from this oppression? 

Do I prepare a Syriac Gospel commentary? 
39. Do I explore the Hebrew scriptÕs complexities? 

I am at Najurmaki or at Mukhrin monastery. 
40. The BagratidsÕ gate is my refuge. 

Imagine me in a hole in a cave, 
41. horn-blowing and clad in a cassock. 

Imagine me amidst hard stones. 
42. Instead of the PatriarchÕs precious jewelry, I pray on rugs, not silk. 

Imagine me, a cross on my neck deliberately, 
43. like the wood Christians hang on childrenÕs breasts. 

If they show me no esteem in Abkhazia, 
44. I will travel to Byzantium. 

I will open a school in the center of Byzantium 
45. I will refresh the laws of the Metropolitan. 

Like the a water-carrierÕs son, 
46. I will exchange the rid"  and the  !aylas"n 

for a zunn"r and burn(s. 
47. Before the Great Tursiqos I shall discourse 

on the Father, Son, and the Holy Ghost. 
48. In one lecture, I will bring the three hypostases 

out of the well of doubt into the desert of certainty. 
49. The bishop will prefer my exegeses 

to those of Jacob, Nestorius, and Malka. 
50. IÕll reveal the minutiae of Divinity; 

IÕll show the genesis of Humanity. 
51. YouÕll see priests attracted by my teachings, 

and converted to my learned doctrines. 
52. They will call me a second Ptolemy  

and recognize me as the Great Faylaqus. 
53. IÕll send an epistle on the Trinity427 

to BaghdadÕs Sunday Market. 
54. The living and the dead will carry my penÕs fruits 

to Constantinople as death and life and embalmmentÕs perfume. 
55. With the excrements of JesusÕ ass,  

IÕll shape MosesÕ staff into a cross. 

                                                        
427 Q: 9:40.  
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56. IÕll stop the ailing, bleeding Catholicos; 
IÕll send crowns made of the assÕs bridle 

57. to the khans of Bokhara and Samarqand. 
With tears and a fervid brow, 

58. IÕll set the assÕs hooves in gold and rubies. 
By way of proofs, IÕll dictate a commentary of truth 

59. on the three hypostases and the three apostles of the Gospels. 
What was that breath of the Spirit, that ablution and fasting, 

60. when Mary was nakedly alone with the Spirit? 
What was the casket of her sealed womb, 

61. and the heart-kindling jewel that emerged? 
What discourse did Jesus make at his birth? 

62. With what fasting did Mary patiently bear his insults? 
How did Jesus make birds of clay?428 

63. How did he revive the body of Lazarus? 
What meaning did Jesus put into his words 

64. on the cross:  ÒI desire my Father above?Ó  
Should the Caesar ponder the arcana of Zoroaster, 

65. IÕll make the Zand live with the Avest". 
IÕll explain what is Zand and the nature of the fire 

66. for which Pazand and Zand have been named. 
I will say what remains of this fire when 

67. Abraham [khal!l All" h] fell into wonderment. 
IÕll weigh the secrets of the Zoroastrian priests 

68. on a scale to be measured in grains by Qus!a b. L"q#.429 
Why does a fly dress in a turban? 

69. Why does a locust wear breeches of brocade? 
In CaesarÕs name IÕll compose more beautifully 

70. than the [Manichean] Artang of China and the Tanglush.430 
But enough, oh Kh"q"n!, of evil melancholy. 

71. Melancholy comes from Satan . 
How can an enemy plot against Jesus, 

72. how can a bad vazir teach Dara? 
Utter no more heresy; renew the garden of the faith. 

73. Say: ÒI seek forgiveness for my apostasy.Ó 
Say and witness that God is uniquely 

74. exalted above my divagations. 
Why travel in dejection all the way down to Byzantium, 

75. when cIzz al-Dawla, ByzantiumÕs chief, 
the right hand of Jesus, the glory of the Apostles, 

76. Mary's trustee and ChristiansÕ refuge, is here? 
Oh patron, endowed with the Messiah's qualities, 

77. oh CaesarsÕ scion, I beseech you to set me free. 
By the Holy Ghost, by GabrielÕs breath, by Mary, 

                                                        
428 Q. 3:49. 
429 Qus!a b. L"q# (c. 820-912), a Christian mathematician of Bacalbakk (modern Lebanon). See Ibn Nad!m, al-
Fihrist, trans. Bayard Dodge (New York: Columbia UP, 1970), 2: 584, and Henry Corbin, Histoire de la philosophie 
islamique (Paris: Gallimard, 1986), 41. Qus!a b. L"q#Õs translation of Plutarch is available in Aris0( 0"lis, f! al-nafs 
(Cairo: Maktabat al-Nah&a al-Mi$riyya, 1954), 163-4. 
430 Tanglush refers to the Hellenistic scholar Teucros of Babylon (fl. 10 BCE), known to the Islamic tradition as 
Tankalus (or Tinqaras) and Tankaliusa (Qazw!n!; 224; Minorsky, 575). 



 

 

305 

 

78. by the Gospel, the Apostles and the Messiah, 
by the lawful cradle and virginÕs pregnancy, 

79. by the hand and the sleeve through which they breathed, 
by sacred Jerusalem, by the Furthest Mosque, 

80. by the Rock, by the disciplesÕ and apostlesÕ Eucharist. 
by the bell, the sacred thread, and the candelabrum, 

81. by John the Baptist, by the deacon and Bahira; 
by Pentecost, by Epiphany, 

82. by the night of breaking EasterÕs fast, 
by the Feast of the Temple, by the VirginsÕ fasting; 

83. by Mary's virginity in wedlock with Joseph, 
by the JesusÕ freedom from the fetal clot, 

84. by the root, branches, and leaves of the tree 
whose fruit came from the Exalted Spirit, 

85. by the month of June and N!s"n  
by the ancient palm tree that suddenly became young, 

86. by the clamor and wailing of the horn-blower in the monastery, 
by the irons on the bishopÕs limbs, 

87. by the constellationsÕ triangularities, 
by the moon and the stars, by TuesdayÕs geometries, 

88. by HeavenÕs triangular blessing, 
by the angularity of the cross on my window panes, 

89. by all these I beg you: ask this worldÕs king: 
Grant me the freedom to visit to Jerusalem. 

90. As long as the lines of the equator  
and the perpendicular axis make a cross, 

91. it suits this Jesus in this Heraclitan monastery 
to use Kh!q!n"Õs brilliant verses as his rosary. 
 

Kh!q!n", Prison Poem No. 2  

1.  !"#$   !"#$%& '#() *+ ,-. /-             !"#$%& '#( )*& + ',*-. /0 1-   
2.  !"#! ! "#!!" !!!"#!   !"#                   ! "#!!"#! ! "# $%!!" !"#$%&   
3.  !"!! !!  !" #$ #% &'( )!*+,                  !"# $%& '(!"#$%& '#() *+   
4.  !"# !!!"#   !" #$%& '()*                   !"#$%& '#(") * !+,-& .#&   
5.  !" !"#!    !"#$% &'( )*! +,              !"# $%&!! !!! !"#$%& '#("   
6.  !" !" #$% &' ()*!!  !"#$ %             !!! !"!! !"#$%& '#()*+,   
7.  !" !" #$%" &' ()!!   !"#                 ! "#$!!" !"#$%& '()*+"( ,   
8.  !" ! "#$ %&!!   !"# $%&'(                 !"#$%& '#(") *+ ,#-./$ %&+   
9.  !"# !!  !"#$% &'( )* )%                !" #$!! !"#$%& '( )*+,-. %"   

10.  !"#  !"# $%&' ()% *#!"#$                !"#  !"#! !" #$!!" !"#$%&   
11.  !!! !" #$! !"# !"#$%&                   !!!" !"#$%& '(%) *+ , !-./&   
12.  !"#$% !" #$ %&'( )*$!!                       !"#$%& '#() '* +,-./0,.   
13.  !"! ! "#!!  !"# $%& '"(                  !" #$ %&'! !"#$%& '()* ')+   
14.  !"! !"#"$! !"#$%& '(!                    !"#$! ! "#$% &' ()!"#$%   
15.  !"# !" #$ %&!' (!)*!!                     !" #$% &'( )*!!"# !"#$%&   
16.  !"#$ !"# $% &#! !"#$ %&               !!! !"#$%& '#" ()*+ ,#- ./   
17.  !"#    !"# $% $&' () *+,-.                !"#$!! !"#$%& '#() *+ ,-#.   
18.  !" !!! !"#$ %! &'()!  !"                !!" #!!! !"#$%& '#("#)   
19.  !" !!!"#$    !" #$%&'%(                   ! "#$ %& "'&()!! !"#$%& '()   
20.  !" !"!!"   !" #$ %&'( )" #              ! "# $% &'()!!"#$ !"#$%&   
21.     !"#$ %& '()*+ ,-./0 1'               !"#$%& '#(%)* +#& ,*+ -.   
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22.  !" #$% &' ()*! !"#$ %&'            !"#$%& '()*#+ ,- ./%" 01   
23.  !"#$    !"#$ %& ' ()*+, -./                 !!! !"#!! !"#$%& '()*#+ ,&   
24.  !"  !"#$%& '( )* + ',* -.                  !"#$%& '#()* +*,- ./- +   
25.  !" !"# $% &'() *+!!   !"#$%                  !"#$%& '#() *+ , -./. 01   
26.  !" !!" # $% &'( )!!"  !"#                    ! "#$%!! !"#$%& '()*#+ ,#*  
27.  !"# !"!! ! "# !$%&!!"#                        !"#$%& '(%)*+ ,& -./0 1#2   
28.  !"#  !"# $%&'( )*( +, -. /-             !"#$%& '#()*+ ,-. /- 01 2+   
29.  !"#"$ !" #$!!    !"#$%"&                     !" #$!!" !"#$%& '#()*+ ,   
30.  !"#    !"#$% &'() *+ ,-"$                      !!! !"!!" !"#$%& '#("#&   
31.  !"#   !"# $%&' ()* +, -. /0 1#        !"#$%& '#( ) *+ ,)- ./ 0123   
32.  !"# ! "#!!"# ! "#$ %&!!"   !"              !"#$ %# !"#$%& '#() *+ ,+)   
33.  !"# ! "# $% &'   !"# $% #&% '(         !"#$%& '()*#$ + ,-./0&#*   
34.  !"#$ ! ! "# $%&'!!    !"#$                     !"!! !"# "$! !! !"#$%& '#()   
35.  !"# !"#! !"#$ %"&'!    !"#                ! "# $%!! !"#$%& '#() '*$   
36.  !"# !"#$% &' (#"! !!!"#                    !"# $ %&'!  !"!!! !!!" !"#$%&   
37.  !"# !"#$ %&!  !"#$ %&'                     !"#$%& '(%) * %+, -. /01   
38.  !" !"#$ %&'! !"#$%& '"(!                 !"#$%& '() *%+ ,-. /* 0 '(0   
39.  !" !"#$ %&"#!   !"#$ %#&                   !"#$%& '#() *+ , -%. /01   
40.  !"#$%&  !"# $% &' (# )*+,-                  !"#$%& '()*#+ ,(* -( ./*   
41.     !"#$% &'% (% )*+ ,-./ '01/             !"#$%& '#()%* + %,-. /#&   
42.  !!! !"#! !" #$!%!   !"#$                    !!"# !"#$%& '#() *+ *,- *&   
43.  !"   !"#$ %&'( )*+ ,*-                        !"#$ %&' ('#" %!)*+$ ,&!"   
44.  !"#$! ! " #$!!" !"#!   !"#                 !" #$!!"# !"#$%& '#&%()   
45.  !! !" #$%&"! !!"# !!!                         !"#$%& '()*(%& +#,- .(   
46.  !"# !" #$%&! !"#$ %&' (')                !"# $% &'()*+ $,!!" !"#$%&   
47.  !!!" !"#! !"#$% &"'(!                       !" #$!! !"#$%& '#&(#& )*"   
48.  !"! !"#$ !!"   !"#$%                          !"# $#! !"#!!"# !"#$%&   
49.  !!!" !"#$%&' () *&+ ,-!    !"           !"#$%& '(%)*( +,#- .%/$   
50.  !"# !"#"$ %"&# '()*!                        !" #$" %& '( !"#$%& '#()  

 

Kh!q!n", Priso n Poem No. 3  

1.  !"# !" #$ #%!  !"# $%# &#                !"# $!% &#!! !"# $%&'  
2.  !"   !"#$% &%'( )*+", -! ./               !"!! ! !"# $%"# &' (' &'  
3.  !"#$%&" ! "#$ %&'!!"#                      ! "#$%&"!! !"# $%&'($ )*  
4.  !!! !"#$ %&'!! !! !"# !"#               ! "#$!"# $%&' ()*+,- .  
5.  !"#  !!!    !"# $%& '#()(&                !" #$ %&!" '(!! !"# $%&'  
6.  !"# ! "#!!!! !"#$ %&'(")                !" #"! !"# $%&'() !"*  
7.  !"#!! !"#$% &'( ) *"%   !"               !"# $%&' $( )*+ ,+ -. /#  
8.  !"#$ !"#! !" #$!!"# $!!"                 !"!"#! !"# $%& $'# ()  
9.  !"# !"# $%&'( $)*+ ),%, -              !"# $% &'(' ) *(+!!" !"#  

10.  !" !" #$!! !"# $ %&'    !"                    !"#$ !"# $%& '%() '*+ %(  
11.  !!! !"# !"! ! "#$!  !"#$%                  !"# $%&' () *+ ,%- ./ 01  
12.  !" ! "#$%& '!! !"#$  !"# $%&                !"#! "#$ #% &!!" !"#$%&  
13.  !" !!!"#$  !"# $%& '(                     ! "# $%& '() '*!!"# $%  
14.  !" !"#"$!  !"#$% &'( %)                      !"# $%# &'( )# *+!"( ,-$  
15.  !" !"#$ %&'($ )* !   !"# $%&             !"#"$ %&! !"# $%&'(  
16.  !"# ! "#!! ! ""#$! %& '!!                  ! "#$"%!! !"# $%&'(#  
17.  !" ! " #$%&' ()!! !!!"#$%              !"# $%&#%' ()*+ ,$ -./  
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Kh!q!n", Prison Poem No. 4  

1.  !"#$ !" !# $!" %& '( )*+ !"#$!  !"#$%            !"#$ %& '($ )*+,-!. /)*0! !"#$%   
2.  !" !"#$! !"# $! !"#$ %&! !"!!"                   !"#$ %&! !"# $! !"#$ %&! !"#$%   
3.  !"#$ !"# $%&' () *+,-. (/)!                     !"#!! !"#$ %" &'()*$ +,-! !"#$%   
4.  !"!! !"#$ %& '() *+!! !! !"!!"                        !"#$!! ! "# $%& '(!!"#$! !"#$%   
5.  !"  !""# $%!!"#$%  !" #$ %" &'( '( )*          !!" #$" %! !"!!" !" #! $%! !"#$%   
6.    ندااررمم ییبرجورر خوشش کنم ددلل چونن ددااوورر                   #"!   "!یي! #"!!#* () '$' &%$#" ! "! 
7.    ندااررمم !بساززمم چونن بھهتر !$% $#"!                نمیيددشمنانن نھهم ددلل چونن ددووستانن نب بر 
8.    %$#"! !$#"! ی! !!!'&% $# "!                      نمیي"! یکژددم !! ی&% $#"! حانن!! 
9.    %$#"! یی,&)+ *(&) &%$# ' &%$# "!                    %$#"!   !&% $"#"! #"!!"! !$"#"! 

10.    ندااررمم ییگر ییارریي رااننیي)' &%$#!" !                 شانن!! !!()'" &% $#" ! !!چو ک $#"!! 
 

Khāqānī, Prison Poem No. 5  

1.  !" #$% &'! !"# $%&# '( )*+!"#                            !"#$"% &' # () %(* +,-. "/*(0   
2. *( %)'& %"$#"! یيدهه! "!%$#" ! #"!                      #"! #"! !#" ! ! #, +*( )'& %$#"!   
3.  !"# $%&' () *' ! !"# $% &'( )*+,#                  !"# ! "#$%&'!"# !"#$"% &%'( )*  
4. ,- ,+* ()'#& %"$#"! &%$#"!                           #"! !! اازز ززعفراانن چھهرهه مگر نشرهه   
5.  !" #$% $& '& () *$+, -" ./0,!"#$                           !% !"#$"% &' () *+ ,) -. ,/  
6. ووشش گداازز بھه آآھھھهن ددررآآووررمم $&                              %$#"!ززنم اازز جانن آآھھھهن یينچونن آآهه آآتش           
7.  ! "# $%& '"!"# $%!" !" # $%"                            !" ! "#!"# !"#$"% &'() *) *+,%  
8. بھه شاخخ لھهو بھه صد فن ددررآآووررمم $#"!                     * () &' &%$ #"! #"! !$#" ! "!#" !   
9.       بھه نھهنبن ددررآآووررمم یيرززننچو پ دداامن                     5'34"2 %$ 01'/ .-#,+ *( )'& %$ #"! 
10.   "#' ",+) (*' () "#'& %"$#"! '&%           $#"!! !! "! "#"!! ییووزز عمر زز آآنن سوشد رر 
11. /. -,+ *()'& %"$#"! !" ! $#"!                  ' &% $ #"! $#"!س یينبا من فلک بھه ک    
12.  ! "#$% &'( )'*!"# !"# $%& '( $)**+                  !"#$% !"#$"% &'() *+ ,-./$  
13.  !"#$ %&' ()* +, ! !"# $%& '( )*+&                   !"#$% !"#$ %&' !( ! !"#$"% &'%(  
14.  !"# $% !" # $%& '("!" !"!" !"#$ %&' %(           !" ! "#!"#$% !"#$"% &'() *+ *,  
15.  !"# $%& '( )!* +,! !"# $ %&'                      !"#$"% !"#! !"#$"% &'"( )* +,- #  
16.   (. -,+* ()'& %"$#"! !$#"! تا                          #"!قفسم نوحھه ززاانن  ! )'&% $#"! 
17.  !!  !"!"#$ %&' '"( )*' +, -. /0                      !"#$ !"#$"% &'() *) "+() ,-.  
18.  !"# !$ %&' ()*+,! !!" !"#$% &'(                !"# !"#$"% &'() # *+,- %"./) 0-  
19. شاخخ سدررهه مرغغ نوااززنن ددررآآووررمم "!                     2'1 0- %+/.- (* ,+ *()' %& %$# "!   
20.  ! "# $ %&'(" )*+ ,-./!" !"# !"$                       !" !" #$# %&'$()!" !"#$"%  
21. ()'& %"$#"!  !#"! #"! !$#" ! "!               &%$#"! #"!)$' &%$! # "!  "! !غم بخت   
22. ()'& %"$#"! یی #"!%$ #" ! بختی               سوززنن شدهه ااست وو من ! #"!$# " ! %$ #"!   
23.   ددنن ددررآآووررمم "!#" !  !'&% $#" ! "#"!                  '& %$#"! "!'&% $# "!  ی'$ &%$ #"! 
24.  !"#$! !" #$ %$!&'!"# !"# $%& '(                       !" !" #$ %& '(& )* (%!"#  !"#$"%  
25. اازز سمومم غصھه بھه گلشن ددررآآووررمم  !"!                            #"! "!"! $#"!+* ()'& %$#!" !   
26. ()'& %"$#"!  یيرآآستانن پ بر                      مائدهه اافکن کھه نفس رراا یير'&% $#" !   
27.  ! "#!"# !"# $% &'! ()*+ ,-. /0                        !"  !"#$"% &'() *+ ,-. /-0 123  
28.  !"! !"#$ %&' ()* +! !"# $% !&%                        !" !"# !" # $%& '( )&!"  !"#$"%  
29.  !"#! !"# !$ %"& ! !"# $%&' ()*                      !" ! "#$! ! "#!"  !"#$"% &'()*  
30.  !" #$ %& #$'( ')* +,- ./01 20" 345                 !" !"#$  !"#$"% &'#" ()*+ ,*-  
31.  !" #$ %& ' ()* +,!"#$ %!"#$ !"# $%                 !"#$ !!"#$"% &'() *+ *, # -./ *  
32.  !"#! !"# $%& '( )"*+# , -. /0 *+12+                  !"# ! "#$!"# !"! !"#$"% &%'( )*  
33.  !"#! ! "#$!"# !" # #$% & '($) *)                  !"  !"#$"% &%' # ()*+ ,(- #% (.  
34.  ! "#$%&'( )'* +,*!" !"#$% &'$(                   !"#$ ! "# $% !"#$"% &'#() *+, -  
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35.  !"#$% &'(% )*+ ,-./0 $1" 230%                     !"!#  !"#$"% &'(% )* +,-( &. )/  
36.  !"#!" !!" !! !"# ! "#$%& '()!"                          !" !" #$%!"  !"#$"% &%'( )* +,%  
37.  ! "# $%&'#!"# !"# $%& '() *+& ,+-.                   !"#$ ! "# $%&!"# !  !"#$"% &' ()'  
38.  ! "!!"#$ !" # $%& !'(" &)" *+                       !"  !"#$"% &'() *+ ,-. /0(1  
39.  ! "#$% &'( )*+!"# !"# $ %&                          !" ! "#$% &' ()* +,!"#  !"#$"%  
40.  !"!"# !"# $%& '( $)*+, -./ 0& +)                  !"#$%&' !"# $% &'( $) !"#$"% &  
41.  !" # $%& &'! !" #$%!"# !"# $# %&                  !"#$ !!"  !"!"#  !"#$"% &'()* +,  
42.  !"#$%# & '#() $*+,- $. /0"1 20                        !"# ! "# $%&'(!"# !"#$"% &'"( )*  
43.  !"#$% &'(#) *+," -. /01 234 05                    !"# !" #$% &' ()"*!" !"#!$!  
44.  !"# $%& '& ()%*+& ,+# - ., - /%0                      !"# !"!#!  !"#$"% &'() *+   
45.  ! " #$%&' ()*!"# !"# $%& '()* +, -         !"#$ !"# $%! !"#$"% &'(' # )* +,  
46.  !"# $"% & '"( )* +,- &)./ 0123 42#                !" !"#$"% &'() &*+ #% &*, &-'.  
47.  !" #$%&' ()%* &+ !"!"#$ !"# $ %&# '                  !"# !!"# !" !"#$"% &'() *+ ",) ,-  
48.  !"#!" !"#$ !% &' ! !"#!" !"#$%&'                   !"  !"#$"% &'() *+) #% ,-. /0 &)  
49.  !"#$ %&'( )*+* ,)#-". (/$                              !"!# !"#$"% &'() #* +,-. /. 01 /2  
50.  !" !"! #$ %$ !" #$%& '('& )$%*! !"#                 !" ! "# $% &! '()% *+,!" !"#$"% &'  
51.  !"# $"%!" !"# !$%& '( )*+ ,-. /01         !"# ! "!" !"#! !!"#  !"#$"%  
52.  !"#$% &' ()* +,-. %# /01. 2$+,3              !"#$  !"#$"% &'()* +,- ./ 0(1  
53.  !"#$% !"#$%& #'() *+ ,- ./ ("%                        !"#$ ! "# $%&!"  !"#$"% &'() *+ #  
54.  !"# $"% &"' ()*+, -' ./ 0, 1 !"#                     !" ! "# $%& '( )& *+,-!"# !"#$"%  
55.  !!" !!"#$ !"#$ %&' ()&* +,-.                       !" !"#$ !% &'( ') ! !!" !"#$"% &'  
56.  !"# $%& '() *+ ,-./!"# !"!" ! "#!"              !"# !"!" !" #$% &'!" !"#!$     !  
57.  !"#$ %&' () *+ ,-./ 0123 *4 .+!                   !"#$ !" !#$% &' ()'* !"#$"% &'  
58.  !"#"$! !"!" ! "# $% &'(!" !"#                        !"#$% !"!" !"#$ !  !"#$"% &'()  
59.  !"# $!% &' ()*!" !"#$ %&'( )"* +!                     !"  !"#$"% &'()* +,- ./ 012  
60.  !" #!$! !"# $%& '(") *+ ,$ -%.                    !"# !"#!  !"#$"% &'"% () *#"  
61.  !"# $%&' ()# *+! !"# $%&'( )*+                   !"#$  !"#$"% &%'( )* # +,- )* ./ 012    
62.  !"# $% &'()*' +,(% $- !",'. /01-                      !"# !"#$%&#!  !"#$"% &#'( )* )+   
63.  !" # $%& $' (#) *+,-!" !"# $% &'                      !"#$  !"#$"% &'() &'* +, -. +/   
64.  ! "#$!"# !"# !"# $%& '() *+%, -!                     !"#$% !!"#$  !"#$"% &' # () *+  
65.  !"#!" !"# $%&'( )*+ ,%-. /0                              !"#$  !"#$"% &'"( )* # !#"+"( )* ,-  
66.  !"#$ %&'! !"#$#% &'(' )*+ " &' #% ,-%        !"  !"#$"% &'(' # )*+' ,- .% /0"  
67.  !"#$% &'() *+ *,-( .-/ $01 203                        !"#  !"#$"% &'"( )* )+(% ,-* .-/  
68.  ! " #$%& '%( )*+! !" #$ %&!" !" #$         !         !"#$  !"#$"% &#'( )*+ # ,-+ .  
69.  !" #$ %&' ()!"# ! "!"# !" #$ %&'                       !"#$ ! "#$ %&!"# ! !!"#  !"#$"%       

 

Kh!q!n", Prison Poem No. 6  

1.  !"# !"# $%$ &# $'() *+, -./ 0$!    !"               !" #$% &' ()* #$+!"# ! "# $%&!"#$ !"   
2.  !"#$ ! "# $% & '() *+,-( ./!"    !"#$%        ! "#$%! &'( )*+, -! ./ #0! !"#! !"   
3.  !"# $ %&'!"#    !"# !"#$" %&'( #$) *+,           !"#$ %&'() *+,"- ./ *012 345! !"   
4.  !!"    !"#$% &'( )*+ ,-./ )0+ &.-12                 !!" !"#$% &'( )*+ &,-! !"#" $%! !"   
5.  !!" ! "#$ %& "#' ()*+,!"    !"#$ % &#'() *+,- !"#$ %$ $"$ &! '()* +,-./ 0(! !"   
6.  ! "#$!"# ! "#!" !!"#$%    !" #$" #% &'()            ! "#$!" !!"#$# ! "#$ %&!" !"#! !"   
7.  ! "#$%&!" ! "#$% "#&' "()*!"    !"#$%                  !"#$%& $$'( )(* +,'- +./01 2* 3! !"   
8.  ! "#$%&' ()!"    !"# $%& '$() *$+, -./ *0           !!" !"#$%& '()* +,&$! !"#$ %!&! !"   
9.   !" #$% $&'() *+"!"V !"#$! !"!"                     !"# $%&!"#$ !"#$ %$ &'"# $() *+! !"   

10.  !"#!" !" #$ %&! !"#!"    !"# $% &' ()*+%           !"#!" !"#! !" #$ %&'! !!!" !!"#$ !"  
11.  !!" !"#$ %& '( ! !"#$ %&"'!    !"# $ %"        ! "#$% &'(!" !"#$ %&!' ()*! !"   
12.  !"! ! "# $%& '() *+ !(,- .%/!"#$    !"#         !" #$% &'(  )*+( ,-. "%!" !"#!! !"   
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13.  ! "#$ %&'( )*+!"# !"#$"% &' ()*    !"#              !"# $% &"'!" !"#! !"#$ "%&!" #! !"   
14.  !"#  !" !# $%&'!" ! "#$ %"&% '()*!"                !!" !" #$!" ! "#$ "%& '()!"#$ !"   
15.  !"# $% &' ()* +,-$. /0 )1!" !"#!    !"#$        !! !"#$% !"# $%& '# (! )*+ ,-.! !"   
16.  ! "#" $%#&' ()&*!"#    !" #$%&'() '(*               ! "#$%!" ! "#$%&'()'*!"# $! !"   
17.  ! "#!" !"#! !" #$ %&! !"!"    !"# $% &'(     !" #$!" !!" !!" !"#$ !"#$ %& '(! !"   
18.  ! "# $%&!"#$ !" #$%&'(!    !"# $%& '&               ! "#$% &'()*$+ ,* -.' /(0!"#$ !"   
19.  !" #$ ! %&'$! !" "#!    !"# $%& '%( )*#+        !" #$% &'() *+,- .%/ 0123!" #$! !"   
20.  !"# !  ! "!# $%!"#$ !"#$ ! "#!"    !"               !"# $%&'( )* +,!"#$ !"#$ !" !"! !"   
21.  !" #$!%&' ()* +,- ./0!" !"#$!    !" #$%          !!" !"#$ %&'!"   !" #$ %&$!"#$% !"   
22.  !"!#!"    !"#$% &'() *+ ,- !"# .(/0 12           !"# ! "#$!" !"!#!" !!"#$ %&'( )! !"   
23.  !" #$% &'( )*!+ ,-.&!" !" #$ %&!"    !"#$%        ! "#$%& '() *+,-!"#$ !!"# !"! !"   
24.  !!"# ! "# $%&" '( )!!"#$%    !"# $!% &'              ! "#$% &'()! !"# !" #$%& '()! !"   
25.     !"# $% &'()% *+ ,-)% .'/0 &0 1234 !5%            !"# $% &' () !!"# !" #$ %&'("! !"   
26.  !"! !"# $%! !" #$ %"% &'!    !"# $"%&'               !"! ! !"!" !"#$ %$ &! "#' %$"("! !"   
27.  !"# $%& '()# *!" !"# $%&!    !"#$%&%                   !"# $!" !" #$ %& '() *+, *- .,! !"   
28.  !!  !"!"    !"# $" $% &'() *+ ,- #$) ./             !"#$% &'()! !" #$%& '( ) *+,-! !"   
29.  !"! !!"# !!"# !" #$ %&! !"#!"    !"# $%                !" !#$%! !!"# !"#$ %&'( )* +,-$!  !"   
30.  !" # $%& '(" )%*+ ,-*-. /01!"# !"#!    !"#      !"#$%& '() *+ ,-.#/ 01 !"#! "$!! !"   
31.  !! !"! ! !"#$%&'!  !"#$ "% &'! !"#                !"#$%& !"#$ "% & '()! *+",! -)!! !"   
32.  !" #$!  !"#$% &'( )* +,%( %- .% +/ .0"1                ! "# $%&'!"# !"!"# !"#$ %&'(! !"   
33.  !" #!$ %& '( )*+ %, -. / #0 123!   !"#              !!" !"#! !! ! "#$ %&' ()*!"#$ !"   
34.  !"# $ %"&'( )*+ $% ,-! "# $% &' (!"#$ !!               ! "#$ %!!"#$  !" #$ "%#&!"#$%  !"   
35.  !"#$! !!"# !"# $%! !!"# !"#$ %& '(   !"              !" #$%&'( )& *+!" !" !!"#$ !"   
36.  ! "#! $%&'( )*!"# !"# $%! !" #$!    !"#               !"# $%& '& () *%!! ! "#! !"#$! !"   
37.  !"#$ %#&!"    !"# $%&'( )& *'+ ,- &. /0               ! " #$% &' !( )(*$ (+,!" !!" !"#!! !"   
38.  !"#$ ! !" #$!% &' (" )*+,!    !"#$%& !'              !"! !" #$%&' ()"!" !!" !"#! $%&! !"   
39.  ! "# $%&'!"#$ !"#!" !"#$%   !"# $ %&' ()            !!" !"#$%!" !"#$! ! "#$%!"#$ !"   
40.   !"#$ %&'(!"#$ !" #$ %"!" !"#!   !"#$%                ! "!"# !!"# !" #$%!" !" #$!"# !"   
41.  !!"# !"#! ! "#!"#$  !"# $% &'()* +# ,-                  !!"#" ! "# $% &'()*! $+ &,-.!"#$ !"   
42.  !"#$  !"#$% &'!(!   !"# $%&'( )*+                         !"# $%! !!!" !!" !"# ! !!"#$ !"  
43.    !"#$% "&'( )*+,- * ./$0 )+,- 12                    !" #$%&' ($)*+ , -./0 ()*+ '1! !"   
44.  ! "# $%&' ()*+,- ./ 012! ! "#$%!"                !" #$!"# !"#$! !"#$ %& '$('! !"   
45.  ! "#$!"#$% ! "# $%!"#$% ! !"#! !"!                     !! !! !!"# $%&'( )*+! !"#$ %!! !"   
46.  !" #$ !" %&'($)!" !"!"#    !"# $%                        ! "#!" ! "# "$ %&!" !"#$ %&' ()! !"   
47.  ! "#$%& '() "#*%+! ,%-!"  !"# $# %!&'(               ! "#$% &'(!"# !"#$ %&' ((#) !*! !"   
48.  !"#! !"#$% $! ! "!"# !"# $! !"#$  !"                  !! !"#$%& '!(#)$%& *+,-. ./,! !"   
49.  !"!" ! !"# $%&'( )*+ , -./ 012 , 345 6+            !"#!"#$ !"# $ %&'()!"# !"#! !"   
50.  !" #$%&' () *+!"#  !"# $%&' ()* +, -.                !" #$%&'( )(!"# !"# $% &'! !"   
51.  !" #$% $& '() *+!"  !"#$ %&'(" ) !"                  ! "#$%& '%(!" !!"# !"#$ %&!'! !"   
52.  !"#$ ! !"# $% &' ()* !&+ ,-.!"  !"#               ! "!# $%&' ()*+, -!#!" !"#$!" !"!"# !"   
53.  !"#$ ! !" #$%&!"#   !"#$% &'() *+,                      !"#$ %&'( )(& * +,-$  .(*/0 1!2! !"   
54.  ! "#$# %& '()*' +!"#$ %&'!"#  !"# $%                  !" #$%$ &' ()*+,!"# !"!" #$ %! !"   
55.  !"#!    !"# $!% & '()* +,-.)/ 0(12                     !"#$%& '%& ()"*& +, (!-!. !/0 1*! !"   
56.  !!" !" #$ %$&'( ) *+, #$!" !"#$    !"              !"#$ %&' () *+,-.% *&. ( ,/! !"   
57.   !"! "#$%! !" #$% &'!"   !"# $%&'( )* +,             !! !"!" !"# $%!&# '() $#! !"#$! !"   
58.  ! "#$%& '(! !"#$ ! "#$ %&'!"#$%    !"#             ! "#$! !" !" #$!"# !"#$ ! !"#$! !"   
59.  ! "#! $% &!'%!"#   !"# $%&' ()*+ &             !"#! $%& '( )* +,- ./%0 1%2 +2.3! !"   
60.  !"#"$ %&' ()*+, (+"-!"   !"# $%& '(                  !"# $%&%' () *'!!" !"#$ ! !"#! !"   
61.  !"# $ %&' ()*+ $ ,-&. /# 012!   !"#$%             !" #$%&'!" !"#$ %&'$ "! (#) "! !"   
62.  ! "# #$ %&'(!"#$% !"# $% &'()!    !"# $%&'      !"#$ %&'!( %#) *& +,& -.(#/!"#$! !"   
63.  !"# $%& '( )*!" !" #$ %&'( )$!" !!" ! "#!"          !"#$ %&'( )(!*+,$ -$. /01!2! !"    
64.  !" #$%& '()*+ ,-./ 01!"#$%   !"#$                    !"#$ %&'( )*+! !"#$ % !"&$ '(!  !"   
65.    !"# $% & '()* +),-./(0/ !12* +),3             !" #$! !" #$!" !"# $%& ' ()*! !"     
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Falak#Õs Prison Poem (Poem No. 7)  

1.  !"#$ %&'( )'* +&', -./#0           !"#$ %&'()'* !+, -./0!  
2.   !"# $ %&"'()* $ +,- .(/0                !"#$ %&'()$* + ,-. /0 1&'2  
3.   !"#$%& '() * +, -./ 01              !"#$ %&'()#*' +, -./0  
4.  ! " #$%&'()* +,  !" #$%!                    !"#$ %&'()*& +,- +./$  
5.  !"#$%& '()* (+, -./ 0#1              !"#$ %&'() *$ +#,'- ./  
6.   !"#$%& $' ()*+ ,& !-./                 !"#$ %&'( &)* +,- ). /0 12  
7.  !"#$ %&'()* +),-. /01               !!"#$" %&' ('! !"#$ %&'( )*!  
8.  !"# $%&'( )'*!!"#$ %&'() *(&+$, &'( -#.                 /#01 )23 )    
9.   !"#$% &'(" )* +, )- ./ 0             !"#$ %&'()  !*+, -. /012  

10.   !"#$%& '(#  !)*+ , -./ 012 3&       !"#$ %&'"()* + !", -)* ./  
11.  !"#$! %& ' (#$! )* +,                    !"# !!"#$ %&'()*+ ,-.  
12.  ! "#$# % &' !"# $%&"'( )                 !"#$ %& '()!!"#$ %&'( )  
13.   !"#$ %& '#()*+ ,-./0                    !"#$ %&'()*+ ,- ./)0/1!  
14.  !" #$%&$ '( )*&$+,- +.                  !"#$ %&'( )*( )+, -./  
15.   !"# $%& '( )*+, -./0 1*2             !"#$ %&'()*+ &', -./+ 01  
16.  !"# $%& '&(!  !"#$% &' (#)              !"#$ %&'()*' +,& -./ 01 23  
17.   !"#$% &' () *+ &,-./ 01                 !"#$ %&'()*' +,- !,./  
18.   !"#$ "%&'() *$ )" +',-.                !"# $"% &'# ()! !"#$ %&'(  
19.  !"# #$% &' (!')* +,& -./01             !"#$ %&'() (*+#, -./' 01  
20.   !" #$%& !"#$%& '()* +,           !"#$ %&'() &* +,- .$/*  
21.   !"# $% %&' ()* +,- ./ +0              !"#$ %&'( )* +,-. '/0 12  
22.  !"# $% &' ()*+ ,-*.! !"               !"#$ %&'() *#+, -' ./0 1$ &2  
23.   !"#$ %&$ ' ()$* +$ !#,$          !" #$%&'() *+ (,!"!"#$ %  
24.  !" #$%& '() *+ ,-!"  !"#$% &'           !"#$ %&'#()* +', -./0 12  
25.   !"#$ % &'() *+,' % -. (/              !"#$ %&'() &* +,$- ./01  
26.   !"# $%& '( )*+ ,- .! /0 10           !"#$ %&' () %* +,$' !-./  
27.   !" #$ %& '()*+ %, -(./ %012          !"#$ %&'()#* +$& ,-. /0  

  

 


