
CHAPTER 26

Persian Poetic Wisdom and the Epistemology
of ‘Knowledge by Presence’1

Hossein Ziai

In this article I will examine Persian poetry’s role in describing a special knowledge,
or wisdom, that informs the individual of the totality of human experience without
limitations imposed by matter, and without the ambiguities of excessive and purely

subjective spirituality. This is a complex approach to knowledge indeed, one that aims
to construct a system that describes a meaningful harmony between experience and
science. In this system it is in the practice of poetry that we witness the deeply penetrating
impact of wisdom as the end of philosophy. Poetry is not separate from the existential
gestalt of the ideal being, as it is unequivocally a fundamental pillar in its totality. In this
domain of poetic consciousness, the role of philosophy is to refine and reconstruct the
Aristotelian theory of intellectual knowledge into a unified epistemological theory capable
of describing a comprehensive range of phenomena that includes the sensory, the
intellectual, the intuitive, the imagined, and the inspirational, including the revealed. The
name given to this special unified epistemological theory is ‘knowledge by presence’, as
constructed by the Persian philosopher Shih"ab al-D$ûn Sohravrd$û (d. 1191) in his holistic
system titled ‘Philosophy of Illumination’. This epistemological theory has played a
central part in Persian poetic consciousness. The main figures in the tradition of Persian
intellectual and mystical poetry have recognized this theory to be central to their view of
how truth is obtained and how the poetic expression of experiential knowledge of the
inclusive spectrum of phenomena informs the human of the nature and function of
‘wisdom’.

Briefly, the components that together make up the systematic view of Persian
poetic wisdom are: (1) subject, S—knowing and conscious of the self (the poet-
philosopher); (2) object, O—the noumena and the phenomena (an inclusive spectrum of
all knowable things; the ‘unseen’ and the ‘seen’ realms); (3) process—the functional
correspondence, R, between S and O, such that SRO yields knowledge, Tj, that is not
limited by the predicative mode, X is Y. The poet’s role in this scheme is central,
commencing as knowing subject, S—or, the conscious self—and progressing to the



434 Hossein Ziai

knowing, creating self, at which time it becomes the main instrument for the recovery of
the inclusive set of Tj. The final expression, the poetic composition, transforms the
ordinary knowledge of things—necessarily (or presumed to be) limited—into a refined,
elegant, multi-faceted and complex structure, which as a whole defines what is ‘wisdom’
and ‘truth’ and is expressed in poetic composition that reaches its pinnacle as ‘Persian
poetic wisdom’. The structure includes the range of human experience that, as a whole,
defines human existence—encompassing the mundane, the epic and romantic, the
intellectual, the mythological, the mystical, and also the religious and spiritual. The
poetic expression of no single Persian poet may constitute this structure as a totality, but
exemplars of the tradition together as a whole serve to define the complex structure.

It is important to bear in mind a number of the essential concomitants that relate
to the complex totality we are discussing: (1) divisions in the realm of being, which are
simply stated as the ‘realm of ghayb’ (meaning ‘unseen’; the noumena); (2) the ‘realm
of phenomenal existence’ (‘"alam-e shah"adat); and (3) the poet himself as the ‘knowing
subject’ (mowzu‘-e modrek/d"anandeh) who serves as the potential link between the two
realms of being. In this scheme the poet—who is a philosopher as scientist and thus a
philosopher-poet—is the subject who because of ‘experience’, but also because of
discursive analysis, obtains knowledge of the inclusive realms of being and thus acts as
a guide to human existence. As we shall see later, an exemplary figure in the tradition of
Persian poetic wisdom is the fourteenth century Shams al-D$ûn ^H"afez, whose widely
accepted epithet ‘Lis"an al-Ghayb’ (Tongue of the Unseen) is an indication of his elevated
rank. As ‘Tongue of the Unseen’ he is expressing extraordinary knowledge not limited by
the material or the temporal. Thus by having recourse to the ‘Unseen’ (the divine realm
in popular belief) the poet is the link between the two realms of existence, and his poetic
wisdom expressed in his Persian D$ûv"an is believed to have prophetic attributes, and
serves to inform the human of every aspect of the predicament of human existence. The
ordinary human may thus access even the divine realm through poetic wisdom.

AN OVERVIEW OF EPISTEMOLOGY IN ILLUMINATIONIST
PHILOSOPHY: KNOWLEDGE BY PRESENCE

The most important philosophical problem associated with the holistic construction of
Illuminationist philosophy is related to the epistemology of obtaining primary principles
in science. Sohravard$û, the Persian philosopher who constructed the philosophy of
illumination, argues that: (1) the first step in science cannot be formulated as an
essentialist definition; (2) because of future contingency, the laws of science cannot be
formulated as universal affirmative propositions and considered always valid; and (3)
the principles of epistemology are not reduced to the Peripatetic law of conjunction with
the Active Intellect. Sohravard$û’s reconstructed unified epistemological theory of
‘knowledge by presence’ is aimed at refining the alleged faults and logical gaps in the
Peripatetic theory. This is because the predicative mode ‘x is y’ does not inform of
anything other than a change in terms of x to y without added signification. Sohravard$û’s
position is that primary principles may be known through the cognitive mode named
‘immediate knowledge’ which is a mode stipulated by Aristotle himself in the Posterior
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Analytics, I.2: 71b.20-72a.25: Science rests on necessary, true, primary, and most prior
premises, which are known not through syllogistic demonstration, but by an ‘immediate’,
intuitive way.

The Illuminationist insistence that the intuitive mode serve as the foundation of
knowledge also posits self-consciousness as the generalized, universal law that acts in
every domain of reality, and it may be compared to Ockham’s concept of ‘intuitive
cognition’ where he describes the generalized acts of apprehension by the subject, not
restricted to sense-perception. The Illuminationist theory generalizes intuitive cognition,
for example: ‘I intuitively know I exist, or I think, is the same’, then generalized as: ‘every
self-apprehending being is the same as its substantial existence.’ In sum, the principles
of knowledge, and the first step in science, rest on the primary and immediate intuitive
cognitive mode. This knowledge is of essence, is pre-propositional, and rests on the a-
temporal Illuminationist relation (al-i]dafa al-ishr"aqiyya) between the self-conscious knower
(mudrik) and the essentially knowable thing—the object of knowledge—the known
(mudrak). This ‘relation’ between the knower and the known, or knowing and being, is an
identity preserving ‘sameness’ and replaces the Peripatetic principle of ‘conjunction’
between the alleged elevated human intellect and the Active Intellect. In this theory, with
manifest impact on Persian poetic consciousness, ‘vision-illumination’ (mush"ahada-
ishr"aq) is a process that acts on all levels of reality . In the corporeal realm the process
acts as sight (ib]s"ar). The eye (al-ba]sar, or the seeing subject, al-b"a]sir), when capable of
seeing, sees an object (al-mub]sar) when the object itself is illuminated (mustan$ûr). In the
incorporeal realm every ‘abstract light’ ‘sees’ the ‘lights’ that is above it in rank, and in
all cases it is the subject’s act of ‘seeing’ that leads to truths obtained in ways that are
not limited to the logical construction of predicative formulas. The valid epistemological
mode of ‘knowledge by presence’ at any time T (now and in future) is when the knowing,
self-conscious subject, S, ‘sees’ (yush"ahid, a technical term that indicates a unified
epistemological theory: sight, in external sensed reality, and vision-illumination—similar
to Plato’s intellectual vision—in non-corporeal, ‘internal’, realities, e.g. Anschauung, in
the context of German Idealist philosophical discourse)2 the manifest, real object, O,
and obtains knowledge in a durationless instant. Thus the a-temporal relation, R, between
S and O, named ‘Illuminationist Relation’, indicated above, will actualize (1) when S is
‘sound’ (the functioning organ of sight in its external application, and, say through
praxis, heightened intuition and visionary experience of the philosopher-poet); (2) at the
existence of a proper medium (corporeal light in the case of sight, and what Sohravard$û
calls ‘abstract light’ of the non-corporeal, separate, ‘boundary’ realm named Mundus
Imaginalis); and (3) on the removal of all external barriers between them (S and O).
Then, as I stated above, the primary, intuitive and immediate knowledge—in the form
SRO—determines knowledge and serves as the foundation for all subsequent syllogistic
construction of scientific laws, as well as for all subsequent poetic expressions by the
philosopher-poet acting as the ‘knowing/seeing subject’. The implications of this
methodology are clear. One defines, say, x and y and z, and subsequently one employs
a figure of syllogism to arrive at a proposition with positive truth-value. Say, ‘All x are y,
all y are z, then all x are z.’ Thus without valid definitions and without a constructed
universal proposition, there can be no science in the Aristotelian sense. But we also know
that without prior knowledge of x the stated construct is purely tautological. Thus the
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immediate, intuitive knowledge by presence of the subject (poet-philosopher) of x is
crucial for the principles of epistemological systems to be scientifically upheld. The
distinction between the intuitive and the rational was utilized to establish the necessity
of primary intuition, as an act by a self-conscious subject to thus obtain the primary
principle upon which a system can be constructed by using the Aristotelian Syllogistic
reasoning. Stated differently, scientific investigation based on a ‘first step’ that
presupposes a differentiated reality (Prime Matter and Form) will result only in a system
that is limited to the purely rational side of reality. This meant that the ‘new’ philosophy
of illumination by explaining the intuitive, both as a continuous part of the whole reality,
and as an epistemological first act by the nous, was able to remove epistemological
uncertainty, and by allowing the knowing, conscious, and ‘seeing’ subject to obtain
essential and primary knowledge, it was able to allow for the role of wisdom as the
apogee of rational discourse to be set in Persian poetic expression.

Briefly, we should also examine the types of predication, e.g. how many ways it is
said that ‘A is B’ and a critical re-evaluation of the universal affirmative proposition (the
A-proposition of medieval logic, quantified as (x)f(x)—for any x, x is y). The
Illuminationist position examines the A-proposition: stated for example as ‘all humans
are rational animals’, it begins by looking into how many ways the quantifier ‘all’ (the
universal quantifier) is said, and distinguishes (a) among unrestricted ‘all’, ‘each’,
‘every’, ‘each and every’, ‘whole’ (as undifferentiated); and (b) the types of inclusion of
members in P (P as the propositional statement). The final result is to define the
‘identity relation’ as a law of logic, which is reduced to the law of ‘self-identity’ (A = A).
The epistemological implications of this law of logic were enormous for Sohravard$û.
Therefore, in his Illuminationist system primary knowledge is not established because of
the Active Intellect, as dator formarum, becoming one with, united, connected, etc. with
the subject, but is based on the primary self-identity, idr"ak m"a huwa huwa, of the self, al-
ana’iyya (first person, knowing subject, etc.), whose act of self-consciousness, idr"ak al-
ana’iyya, is the fundamental and primary real thing. This is simply the most abstract
epistemological re-statement of the logical law of self-identity (A = A). But notice that
this law generalized is an identity ‘relation’ (in logic and mathematics, say, between A
and A, 2 and 2, as well as compounded relations such as 2 + 3 = 1 + 4; A = B & B = C,
then A = C, etc.); in its basic epistemological statement it is ‘the self related to itself’,
as self-apprehension. It is also nonpropositional and established prior to inference (that
is, it is not in the form of x is y, or A = A is not the same as A is A, where ‘=’ is a ‘relation’,
iy"afa, in Illuminationist logic; nor A = A is established because of an inference, say A =
B & B = C & C = A, thus A = A; it is true before the temporal process of inference). The
‘new’ theory is named ‘Knowledge by Illumination and Presence’, or more simply,
‘Knowledge by Presence’. The entire range of knowledge is described by this theory.
God’s knowledge is by presence; self-identity, idr"ak m"a huwa huwa, self-consiousness,
idr"ak al-ana’iyya, or al-dh"at, is also described by it, though at the primary stage the
knowledge is ‘intuitive’, and prior to any differentiation between ‘I’ and ‘non-I’ (‘I-ness’
= Self-consciousness)—that is, at the abstract primary logical foundation, A = A prior to
any differentiation of A into B + C). Now to further the argument as Sohravard$û does, any
subject (established as the existing part of the whole continuum of self-conscious things,
differing only in respective degrees of consciousness, with the source, the Light of
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Lights, the most self-conscious), call it S, will come to know any ‘manifest’ object. This
is because of the continuum theory that all objects too possess self-consciousness to a
degree, have ‘Evidenz’ as a quality, istin"ara, which is manifestation, ]zu]hûr. Now, call the
object O. Then at the moment of ‘alignment’ (mu_t"abaqa) between S and O, actualized in
a durationless time, "an, will result S to grasp, or obtain what-is O, which results in S and
O becoming ‘related’ by the illuminationist relation (i]dafa ishr"aqiyya), and so knowledge
is obtained and the ambiguity of knowledge by predication is removed. The ambiguity is
observed in stating the general proposition ‘x is y’ while the what-is of x is not established
by the simple predication. Does x ‘become’ the same, identical thing as/with y in
predication, or does x retain its separate identity when y is predicated of it and is a
description of something ‘added’ to what-is x? The relational correspondence of x and
y is seen to be a statement that removes the ambiguities of predication. For example, if
we say ‘the subject is the object’ or ‘the knower is the known’ (‘"aqil ma‘qûl ast, in Persian),
do we mean that the subject ‘becomes’ the object, or ‘is’ identical with the object, or that
the two are ‘related’ by an identity preserving relation? If we replace ‘x is y’ with xRy (R
as the identity preserving one-to-one correspondence), then the ambiguity of what is ‘x is
y’ and do/do not x and y lose their separate, individual identity in simple predication, is
removed. In contemporary terms, this may be further described as the priority of
‘knowledge by presence’ over ‘representational knowledge by predication’, and the
former may be compared with the notion of ‘knowledge by acquaintance’3

PERSIAN POETRY AND THE EXPRESSION OF POETIC WISDOM

The impact of Illuminationist thinking, especially the unified epistemological theory of
Knowledge by Presence, on Persian poetry is very significant. Because of it the poet-
philosopher acts as the knowing subject who, when related to the object in the inclusive
spectrum of reality, will know its essence and this will enable him to express the final
end of the process in poetic form. Here the end of philosophy becomes poetry, and
perhaps the role of this poetic wisdom is the most widely accepted in Iranian civilization.
It is this impact that allows us to observe that Persian poetry, taken as a whole, has had
and still has a pervasive and deeply penetrating role in defining truth. One may simply
note what is well known, namely, that there are thousands of ‘known’ Persian poets who
have helped shape the Iranian civilization for centuries. Scarcely would you find a
Persian-speaking person who does not know at least a few lines of poetry, or has not
heard poems recited at any and every occasion from the auspicious to the sombre and
the tragic. It is not possible to imagine an Iranian home without an edition, or an
abridgement, or an anthology of the works of poets such as Ferdows$û, Sa‘d$û, Ĥ"afez and
Rum$û. The Persian D$ûv"an of many poets is used for divination, as are sacred scriptures.
Poetry is the most lasting source for intellectual, artistic, and even mundane inspiration
in the Iranian world. In short, Persian poetry is inseparable from the existential gestalt of
the Iranian being.

However, it is difficult to fathom the breadth and the depth of Persian poetry in a
short essay, to bring to bear the intricate details of its genesis and development, and to
discuss the centuries of scholarship on its role in the making of the Iranian soul.
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Let us consider a paradigm that posits three interrelated realms: the cosmic, the
political, and the individual. This will allow us to explain the specific way in which the
ideas, themes, events, and personalities that have shaped the Iranian civilization are
interrelated and manifest in the poetic tradition. I will concentrate on the principle by
which the cosmic and the human may be connected—and here, the poetic serves as such
a link. This process by which the subject as poet is linked to the cosmic and is thus
perceived by the populace to be holding the divine immutable secrets of being, is
directly impacted by philosophical thinking, especially by the Illuminationist
epistemological theory of Knowledge by Presence, as indicated above. The poet serves
as the link between the ‘unseen’ realm—the cosmic, the divine—and the human—the
political domain of the ‘city’ and the individual realm of the soul; and the wisdom of the
poet’s words affect everyone, and everyone in this civilization turns to the poet’s wisdom
for inspiration.

From the point of view of the mainstream Islamic religion, however, wisdom is
restricted to revelation by God and by his choice. The Koran does recognize the concept
of wisdom, and the term ]hikma does occur, but mainstream juridical Islam does not
allow for the dynamic process of unfolding wisdom, nor does it accept the validity of an
individual basis for it, be it a poet’s own poetic wisdom, a mystic’s intuitive grasp of the
essence of reality, or the philosopher’s constructed truth that leads to wisdom. In the
mainstream juridical interpretation of Islam, Logos is the kalima, word of God, and
God’s own choice in revelation, wa]hy, directs the human activity in all its dimensions. But
the mystical, the poetic, as well as certain types of illuminationist philosophical
interpretations of Islam hold that divine revelation, in the form of divine inspiration,
(ilh"am) is continuous and is obtained in the being of the knowing subject, say the poet or
poet-philosopher or mystic, through visions and illuminations; and the unified
epistemological theory explains this. Many Persian mystics have claimed that God has
never closed the doors of his bounteous love to them, that they are continuously inspired
and challenged by Him. The visionary poets and authors of mystical and philosophical
literature in Iran are inspired by a continuous experience of the sacred, and keep its
magical quality alive through sustained practice, which continues to inform man of his
place in the world. This Persian mystical and philosophical view, just mentioned, allows
for the poet as an individual to grasp and then interpret the essence of truth, and to
finally express it in poetic forms in order that the individuals who reside in the ‘city’ may
gain wisdom by which to live happily. Thus, and with reference to our original paradigm,
the poet is the spokesperson for the divine realm, just as the lofty epithet of the renowned
Persian poet Ĥ"afez, Lis"an al-Ghayb, ‘Tongue of the Unseen’, so well characterizes this
very pervasive conviction regarding poets and poetry.

To further elaborate this fundamental Persian attitude, we may think of the poet in
the following scheme as a subject, conscious of self and related to the manifest object—
this in strict conformity to the illuminationist epistemological theory. The transition from
the subject to the knowing subject, to the knowing, creating subject, marks the
transformation of man as man to man as poet, whose creative wisdom transcends
simple cognizance. This is when the spiritual journey, or, from the standpoint of the epic,
the quest, begins. Finally there is a state of union, when the philosopher-poet has achieved
total wisdom, or when the epic hero has emerged victorious from the supreme ordeal.
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This is when the knowing subject enters the realms of power, jabarût, and the divine, l"ahût,
and obtains the reality of things and is thus transformed into the knowing, creating
subject. What are created are finally poems, and as poems they incorporate metaphors
for the totality of the arduous journey, metaphors for all future individuals to contemplate,
from within which they may then, by themselves and in their own eras, unravel the
wisdom that will guide them on their quest.

Finally, as we look into the foundation of Persian poetry we may describe it as a
collectivity, which is constituted by: variegated theoretical principles (predominantly
Greek in conception); historical events and processes (taken from the West Asian,
Islamic, and Iranian actual, or presumed sources); mythological stories and concepts
(predominantly Iranian); religious dictums and worldviews (from the Judaeo-Islamic-
Christian tradition, and from the indigenous Iranian religious traditions, predominantly
in their Zoroastrian and later Zurvanite interpretations); as well as popular tales and
sentiments (from multiple sources: Indian, Iranian, West Asian, Hellenic, and Bedouin).
This complex foundation is, however, rendered ‘Persian’ through the poetic tradition and
has become the identifying nature of the Iranian worldview. The multi-faceted worldview
has so influenced the very essence of the Persian paideia and is so intertwined with the
Persian poetic tradition that only through poetry is Persian wisdom finally and ultimately
manifest.

In my view, the most significant distinguishing character of Persian poetry taken as
a whole is its almost existential perspective that regards the end of philosophy to be
poetry. From this vista, wisdom can only be communicated through the poetic medium,
and the congenital poetic wisdom thus informs man of every facet of his response to his
total environment, of the corporeal and the spiritual, of the ethical and the political, of
the religious and the mundane. The ensuing perception of reality and the historical
process is constructed in the form of metaphysical law, and the expression consciously
employs metaphor, symbol, myth, lore and legend to inform of the very experience of
being. The consequence is that Persian wisdom is more poetic than philosophical,
always more intuitive than discursive. The way then, for example, that Persian wisdom
seeks to unravel even the mysteries of nature is not by examining the principles of
physics (as say, would the Peripatetic philosophers) but by looking into the metaphysical
world and into the realm of myths, dreams, the fantastic and the sentimental.

The way in which the poet or more aptly, the ‘poet-philosopher’, obtains his wisdom,
which is then translated by way of a totality, a gestalt, into an all-embracing metaphor and
continues to unfold as the mythos base for the culture permeating it totally, is explained
by the intricate epistemological system of Knowledge by Presence, as outlined above.
Knowledge is not restricted to what is obtained by the input of sense data and the
extraction of universal principles. Rather, knowledge rests on an intuitive total and a
prior relation with what the whole is unrestrictedly. As I have indicated, the identity
preserving, relational correspondence, R, between subject, S, and object, O, leads to
knowledge. The knowing subject, here the poet, has, on certain conditions, direct access
to the origin, to the one beyond being, to the Divine Itself. To quote {H"afez on this point:

There is no nearness nor farness on the path of love,
Thou I see clearly [from here] and send Thee prayers.4
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And the Divine continuously bestows of His Being upon the poet’s, and in this
context, usually through the angel Sorûsh (the Iranian equivalent of the archangel
Gabriel), as in this other poem by Ĥ"afez:

Give me wine! Last night, Sor"ush, angel of the unseen world,
Brought me splendid news: His Grace does emanate upon us all.5

The poet-philosopher continues to serve as the link between the human and the
divine, between the noumena and the phenomena, the seen and the unseen, and thus
keeps open the doors of divine inspiration. The Unseen World continues to manifest
itself to him until the time when he attains such a degree of sagacity, possessing wisdom,
that he is designated Lis"an al-Ghayb, Tongue of the Unseen, the well known epithet of
Ĥ"afez which points to the paradigmatic role of the poet and indicates his position in the
epistemological structure outlined above.

The poet-philosopher’s experience uncovers an inclusive set of truths (the sensed
to the intellected and the inspired) giving him wisdom tantamount to the poetic wisdom
in his expression. This experience, though potentially available to anyone, involves a
process that makes up the individual’s experience and is usually described through the
metaphor of an inward journey having four stages, as described below. Here the poetic
medium is considered to be the highest way of expressing the outcome of the experience,
and this is where poetic wisdom reigns. Persian poets are, in my view, the main
proponents of such wisdom in Iranian civilization, wisdom that affects people’s
consciousness, and the poet is thus the ‘tongue’, lis"an, through which the essence of the
‘unseen’, ghayb, is revealed. He is the guide to the inhabitants of the ‘city’.

REVELATION, INSPIRATION, AND POETIC WISDOM:
{H'AFEZ THE PARADIGM OF POETIC WISDOM

Persian poetic wisdom (]hikmat-e sh"a‘ir"aneh) is thought to continue the divine inspiration
by constructing a metalanguage of metaphor, allegory and symbol that transcends the
periods of historical time and the courts of temporal rule. Kh"ajeh Shams al-Din
Muhammad {H"afez (1325-1389) was a leading poet in a complex and highly intricate
Persian poetic tradition {H"afez is alive in virtually every Persian household, rich and poor,
learned or unlearned. Equally well versed in both Persian and Arabic letters, a courtier
and Madrasa professor, he was favoured by kings and berated by clerics in protean
succession. Apart from a few quatrains, qa]sidas, qi]s‘as and masnav$ûs, the D$ûv"an consists
entirely of ghazals, each one a unique masterpiece, whose conflicting testimonials have
received literal, mystical, and often controversial exegeses among scholars, with the
general public commonly reserving a preference for the latter interpretation.

The poetic wisdom of {H"afez has for six centuries beckoned the believer, the
sceptic, the downtrodden as well as the gentry to an abode where all things merge,
wherein even the devil and the angel reside side by side. His poetic heavenly court, a
veritable mundus imaginalis, is a circle bound by a string of truths, which knows no
bounds to the depths of love, friendship, vision, and trust.
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Rejecting preachers and professors, Sufi Orders and pious pretenders, the circle
is open to any who will follow the Magi Master away from the mosque and into the tavern.
Scepticism may be admitted there, but nihilism is not; the ascetic may linger here, but
the enthusiast is welcomed. The world is vain and human intention frail, the riddle of
existence unknowable, and the doings of Fate preordained, but God is just, life a
celebration, and poetry a revelational act of faith. {H"afez submits to paradox and
prophecy; belief and heresy pour from the poet’s pen into sheer lucidity. It is not possible
to imagine the land of Iran without this passionate mind to whom she once gave birth,
and he will forever remain the Persians’ Lis"an al Ghayb. The universal, time less message
of H"afez may best be seen in his own poem:

Joseph long lost will return to Canaan, grieve no more.
The den of woes will turn into a rose garden, grieve no more.
O afflicted heart, you will heal again, do not despair,
This dishevelled mind will come to be restored again, grieve no more.
Life’s spring will spread afresh on meadows,
O sweet song-bird, the rose will shelter you again, grieve no more.
Do not despair, you do not know the mysteries of the unseen,
Many a secret game unfolds behind the veil, grieve no more.
Should the deluge of oblivion consume the source of life,
With Noah commanding your ship, fear not the tempest, grieve no more.
And if yearning for the Ka‘ba, you tread upon the desert,
When thorns and thistles take to task, grieve no more.
Though this post be perilous, and the harbour out of sight,
There is no path to which there is no end, grieve no more.6

In such a distinctly ‘poetic’ civilization, Shams al-D$ûn Mu]hammad Sh$ûr"az$û,
commonly referred to as {H"afez,7 or Kh"ajeh {H"afez , stands out for the unsurpassed
beauty of his words and for the penetrating depths of his meaning. He is the proven
master of Persian lyrical poetry and any one of his odes stands out as an exemplum that
indicates the collectivity of the tradition defined above. During his lifetime and since his
death six centuries ago, Persian-speaking men and women, old and young, kings and
paupers, illiterates as well as learned scholars,8 have turned to him for wisdom and
inspiration. Moments of extreme sorrow as well as heights of felicity are shared with
K"afez by the common practice of using his D$ûv"an for divination (f"al-e {H"afez).9 His
collected works, testimony of his unmatched genius, has had a major impact in shaping
attitudes concerning every facet of life in the Iranian world.10 In almost all Persian-
speaking homes one will find at least one edition, or an abridgement, or a quire or two
of his poems.

Since his death, {H"afez has been given a number of titles and epithets such as:
Bulbul-e Sh$ûr"az (the Nightingale of Shiraz), Kh"ajeh-ye Sh$ûr"az (the Master of Shiraz), Kh"ajeh-
ye ‘Irf"an (the Master of Gnosis), Tarjum"an al-{Haq$ûqa (the Interpreter of Truth), K"ashif al-
{Haq$ûqa (the Revealer of Truth), Tarjum"an al-Asr"ar (the Interpreter of Secrets), and most
prevalently, Lis"an al-Ghayb—exclusively bestowed on {H"afez .11 The following analysis of
the sources and usage of this term will argue that beyond a mere honorific and poetic
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designation, it is a signifier of {H"afez’s status as a source of divine inspiration and of
prophetic vision.12 It is, in addition, an indicator of a more inclusive truth, namely, that
Iranian civilization as a whole inclines to seeking enlightenment from poetic wisdom.

The earliest written evidence of the epithet Lis"an al-Ghayb is given in the
‘Introduction’ (D$ûb"acheh) to a D$ûv"an of {H"afez compiled by Abu’l-FatK Fereydûn ‘{Hasan
M$ûrz"a’, son of Sulu"an {Husayn B"aygar"a, written by the famous calligrapher and court
secretary (dab$ûr) Shih"ab al-D$ûn Murv"ar$ûd known as ‘Bay"an$û’ (d. 922/1516).13 The
compiler indicates in the ‘Introduction’ that since {H"afez’s D$ûv"an has a ‘miraculous’
language, it has been given the epithet Lis"an al-Ghayb, and the poet is so known. The
‘Introduction’ includes the following quatrain in which the D$ûv"an is further said to be well-
known as the ‘Manifestation of the Holy Spirit’:14

This treasure house of truths, devoid of fault,
Is a reflection of the scripture of ‘no doubt’ (Koran, II.2)
It is well known as the manifestation of the Holy Spirit,
And all men remember it as Lis"an al-Ghayb.

Turning to biographers of {H"afez, we find that in several other instances as well, his
poetic genius is discussed in terms of an inspiration by the Holy Spirit (R"u]h al-Qudus).15

This is a significant identification, since, as we shall see below, inspiration and
emanation received from the Holy Spirit is equated on the one hand with being informed
by the angel Gabriel (or its Persian counterpart the angel Sorûsh), and on the other with
access to unbound poetic knowledge that results from conjunction with the Active Intellect
or the obtaining of unrestricted Knowledge by Presence, and are indicative of prophet-
like qualities.16

Jan Rypka identifies the following possible reasons for the epithet: ‘They named
him lis"anul’-ghayb, “the tongue of secrets”, referring to his alleged mysticism. Others
take this expression to mean that his verses are free from artificialities or that his d$ûv"an,
like the Koran, can be consulted to interpret the future.’17 While Rypka is one of only a
few historians of Persian literature known to me who have made reference to the epithet
in question,18 such explanations and the vague notion of an ‘alleged mysticism’ do not
add to our understanding of the phenomenon of a prophet-like ‘tongue of the unseen’.
That the D$ûv"an is consulted to ‘interpret the future’ does confirm, however, the view that
{H"afez ‘is considered to have received emanation from the ‘Holy Spirit’.19 But the
epistemology of the phenomenon must be analysed in order to understand how the
‘tongue of the unseen’ can ‘interpret the future’, as well as its other miracle-like
implications. It has to be emphasized that medieval Arabic and Persian philosophical
and mystical texts commonly equate the Holy Spirit (R"u]h al-Qudus) with the Archangel
Gabriel and with the Active Intellect, and being ‘related’ to it does imply ‘miraculous’
powers.20 The epithet, therefore, would give {H"afez the elevated rank of a ‘prophet-like’
figure, and Lis"an al-Ghayb would thus carry the weight of the sage-poet who, inspired by
the divine, acts as the recipient of God’s emanation, and then relates the divine message
to man.

To be the ‘Tongue of the Unseen’ is to possess the knowledge of the ‘Unseen’
(ghayb), a property which in the Koran is said to be God’s alone. The term ghayb occurs



Persian Poetic Wisdom and the Epistemology of ‘Knowledge by Presence’ 443

in the Koran in forty-nine "ayas, with its plural ghuyûb being present an additional five
times. The Koranic term is usually translated as ‘unseen’ or ‘invisible’.21 A most prevalent
theme is that God is the ‘Knower of the Unseen and the seen’ (VI.73; XXIII.92;
XXXIX.46; LIX.22). Further, God alone knows the ghayb (V.109, 116; IX.78; X.20), and
man can only know, or obtain, what he ‘sees’, that is, the world of sh"ah"ada (XII.81).
Possessing the ‘thing’ ghayb is equated with obtaining the ‘abundance of wealth’ and with
triumph over adversity (VII.188).

This fundamental position of the association of God and ghayb, Paradise and ghayb,
belief in the angels and ghayb is firmly stated in four widely repeated and well-known
opening verses of the second Koranic Sûra, where belief in the ghayb precedes the
establishment of prayer (]sal"at): ‘This is a book wherein there is no doubt, a guidance for
the God-fearing, those who believe in the ghayb, and establish prayer, and find sustenance
in what we provide them’ (II.2-3). The ghayb is ‘contained’ in the ‘Clear Book’ (f$û kit"ab
mub$ûn), that is, the Koran (XXVII.75).

A sampling of four Koranic commentaries: the ‘mystical’ Kashf al-Asr"ar of Kh"ajeh
‘Abdull"ah Ans"ar$û’22; the ‘juridical’ Tafs$ûr al-Qur’"an al-Kar$ûm, known as Tafs$ûr al-Min"ar23;
Tafs$ûr al-Qur‘"an al-Kar$ûm by Ibn Kath$ûr24; and the contemporary ‘philosophical’ al-M$ûz"an
f$û Tafs$ûr al-Qur’"an by ‘All"ama Muh?ammad H?osayn Taba_tab"a’$û25, on the concept of ghayb,
reflects a general agreement among them. In all four the ghayb is equated with the
foundation of belief. All four emphasize that revelation and ghayb are connected, for they
stipulate that it is only through revelation that the latter may be known.26 None of them
indicates a possibility of an individual and personal connection with the ghayb,
emphasizing the significance of faith (Arabic $ûm"an wa huwa ta]sd$ûq, Persian gerav$ûdan) in
relation to it. Thus we can underline the significance of ghayb for the Muslim, as
expressed in the Koranic commentaries, by repeating famous sayings quoted in them: al-
ghayb al-Qur’"an, ‘the ghayb is the Koran’; and, man "amana bi-All"ah fa-qad "amana bi’l-ghayb,
‘he who believes in God believes also in the ghayb.’27

On the other hand, there are nineteen verses in the D$ûv"an of {H"afez where the term
ghayb occurs. In three of them the position stipulated is in agreement with the Koranic
principle we have outlined above:

No one knows secrets of the unseen, don’t tell me stories.
No one privy to the inner heart has found a way to that sanctuary.28

O cup bearer, pour me a cup of wine! For it is not known
What the maker of the unseen did mould beyond the veil.29

Do not despair! You do not know the mysteries of the unseen,
Many a secret game unfolds behind the veil, grieve no more. 30

In further agreement with the Koranic edicts {H"afez associates miraculous powers
with the ghayb:

The inner being has become dark. Let the vigilant one
Bring out a light from the unseen.31

Best that my pain remain, than to go to imposter physicians.
Let medicine from ‘storehouse of the unseen’ cure it.32
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As we turn to the mystical texts we find that in agreement with the Koranic dictum,
belief in the ghayb is also equated with faith.33 But while in many instances God is said to
be unique in His knowledge of the ghayb, there are equally many instances where Sûf$ûs are
said to have a ‘way into the ghayb’34. For the Persian mystics, ghayb is the supra-sensory
realm beyond discursive knowledge, whose existence is attested by every manner of the
attributes of divine manifestation such as ‘true dreams’ (ru’y"a ]s"adiqa), divine inspiration
(ilh"am), and by the mystics’ ‘inner’ experience of a spiritual journey (sayr va sulûk-e
b"a_tin). In many mystical texts the ghayb is considered a realm beyond time and space:
‘there is no yesterday, today and tomorrow in the realm of ghayb ... there is no extension
of time there. Whatever is and whatever will be are all there,’ writes the celebrated
Persian mystic ‘Az$ûz al-D$ûn Nasaf$û.35 In the same type of mystical texts the ghayb is made
known to humans by the intervention of angels who imprint ‘unseen’ forms in the heart
of man.36 In sum, the knowledge of ‘unseen’ divine mystery may be obtained according
to the mystics by (a) the intervention of angels; (b) the ‘experience’ of gnosis (ma‘rifa);
or (c) divine inspiration and personal revelation (muk"ashafa, mush"ahada wa ilh"am).37

All three ways of ‘access’ to the ghayb are found in the poems of {H"afez. The angel
Sorûsh serves as the messenger of the Unseen, and brings ‘news’, or ‘good tidings’ to the
poet:

Bring me some wine! Last night, Sor"ush angel of the unseen world,
Brought me splendid news: His Grace does emanate upon us all.38

Sor"ush, angel of the unseen world, brought me good tidings:
No one will remain untouched by His Grace.39

What can I tell you: Last night, when drunk in the tavern,
Such good tidings did Sor"ush, angel of the unseen, bring me.40

On many other occasions, {H"afez refers to the angel simply as the ‘messenger of
the unseen’:

Come, o cup bearer! Messenger of the unseen gave me good tidings:
‘Remain patient with pain! I will send you the potion.’41

At dawn, messenger of the unseen world gave me good tidings:
‘Now is the reign of Sh"ah-Shuj"a‘ drink boldly of wine.’42

Last night I asked: ‘Will the beauty of her lips cure my afflicted heart?’
Messenger of the unseen cried out: ‘Yes, it will.’43

The D$ûv"an of {H"afez is fraught with the idea of an ‘experience’ of the divine,
characteristic of the second ‘access’ to the ghayb, which serves as the foundation for the
poet’s knowledge and awareness. For example:

I see the light of God in the Magi tavern.
What wonder! From where do I see this light!44

Last night at the crack of dawn I was delivered from despair.
In the midst of darkness I was sustained with the water of life.45
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Inspiration (ilh"am) is characteristic of the third ‘access’ to the ghayb, which along
with the ‘vision and illumination’ (mush"ahada wa ishr"aq) of mystical and philosophical
texts, is considered to be the ‘personal’ counterpart to prophetic revelation (wa]hy).
Typical also of this view—that divine inspiration does not cease even when revelation
ceases—we find the following poem:

O inspired one! You who dwell amongst ranks of sacred Cherubim,
And receive continuous divine emanation in your mind.46

Everything God possesses in the unseen realm,
Is all revealed openly to your heart.

And in the same manner the intellect (kherad) is also inspired by the ghayb:

The intellect, inspired by the unseen, seeking virtue,
From way up in heaven, kissed thy divine majesty a hundred times.47

This type of experience of the divine ‘unseen’ realm is considered the basis for
knowledge, and is incorporated in the reconstruction of philosophy by the illuminationist
philosophers of the post-Avicennan period, notably by Sohravard$û and his immediate
followers such as Shams al-D$ûn Muh?ammad Shahrazûr$û, Sa‘d b. Man]sûr Ibn Kammûna,
and Qu_tb al-D$ûn Sh$ûr"az$û, who objectify the ‘unseen’ realm as a real, separate realm of
existence designated mundus imaginalis (‘"alam al-mith"al).48 The existence of this ‘unseen’
realm is ‘proven’ by illuminationist knowledge, which is obtained in the durationless
moments ( "an"at) of experience, called vision (mush"ahada and also muk"ashafa) and
illumination (ishr"aq), or by even a strong intuition (]hads qaw$û, ]hads ]sar$û]h).49 {H"afez, like
the mystics and the illuminationist philosophers, accepts the objective validity of the
unseen.50 The realm and its ‘secrets’ are real. Only pretenders deny them:

Only one who protests secrets of the unseen,
Will find fault with my love and my wayfaring.51

The pretender thought he could come and gaze upon the secrets.
The ‘hand’ of the unseen world came out and jostled the upstart away.52

The real, objectified ‘unseen’ realm may even act to alleviate pain and suffering of
the wayfarer:

Tell the dawn of hope, which lay attending the unseen,
To rise. The dark night of the soul has passed.53

Light of divine ardour strikes thus from the hidden unseen.
You tell me, my bounty lost up in flames, what shall I do?54

In the poetic metaphor, the ‘unseen’ may become manifest in the heart of any
subject who, as in the examples below, has come to possess Jamsh$ûd’s ‘world-revealing’
Cup:
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Why should a heart, who possesses Jamsh$ûd’s Cup and reveals the unseen,
Lament the ephemeral loss of a mere jewel?55

Illuminationist philosophical allegories in Iran use ‘Jamsh$ûd’s Cup’ as a metaphor
for the Active Intellect. Thus to ‘possess Jamsh$ûd’s Cup’ is equated with ‘connection’
(itti]s"al) or ‘union’ (ittih?"ad) with the Active Intellect. Those who possess the Cup, it is
further interpreted, are the ones given divine ‘inspiration’ (ilh"am) by the angel Gabriel,
named Rav"an Bakhsh (dator spiritus) in Persian, and identified with the angel Sorûsh of
Iranian mythology. {H"afez, like authors of the philosophical allegories, allows a potential
access by every individual to the Cup. The individual in possession of the Cup knows the
‘secrets of the unseen’, and is to be equated with the ranks of prophet-like divinely
inspired poets:

If you wish, like Jamsh$ûd, to acquire secrets of the unseen,
Come and befriend his world-revealing cup.56

So far we have seen that knowledge of the ghayb, while associated with revelation
in the Koran, may become manifest through a special process or means, designated
personal revelation, or through vision and illumination. But in order to make sense of the
epistemological process by which this type of knowledge is obtained, we must turn to a
philosophical and structural analysis of the phenomenon associated with the poet. The
way in which the poet obtains his wisdom, which is then translated by way of a totality—
the poem—into an all-embracing metaphor and continues to unfold as the mythos-base
for the culture, permeating it totally, can be explained by an intricate epistemological
system. Briefly, knowledge is obtained not by the input of sense data and the extraction
of universal principles. Rather, knowledge rests on an intuitive total and prior relation
with what the whole is unrestrictedly. The knowing subject, here the poet, has, on certain
conditions, a direct access to the origin, to the one beyond being, to the Divine Itself. To
quote {H"afez on this point:

There is no veil blinding the lover’s vision of the Beloved,
Thou art thyself the veil {H"afez ! Remove thyself from the midst.57

The subject (here the ‘lover’) comes to know the object (here the ‘Beloved’) at the
moment of encounter between the two barring obstacles of vision.58 The poet obtains
knowledge—translated to ‘wisdom’ in the metalanguage of Persian poetic metaphor—
and thus continues to serve as the ‘link’ between the human and the divine, and so keeps
open, as it were, the doors of revelation. The ‘unseen world’ continues to ‘manifest’ itself
to him until which time he attains such a degree of sagacity that he is designated Lis"an
al-Ghayb.

Let me now discuss a structure in relation to which this designation, and its basic
position in Persian poetic wisdom, may be understood more fully.

The personal experience of truth that underlies the notion of inspiration is a
process explained fully in illuminationist philosophy.59 This process can be used to
explain both the poetic experience of {H"afez as well as the epithet Lis"an al-Ghayb. It



Persian Poetic Wisdom and the Epistemology of ‘Knowledge by Presence’ 447

comprises four stages: 1- Praxis: asceticism and other forms of practice including the
‘poetic’ way of life,60 which serve as a preparation for: 2- Visionary experience: this is
when the poet becomes existentially ‘acquainted’ with the whole of reality,61 which leads
to: 3- Analysis: discussion, contemplation, and examination of the experience,62 which in
turn finally leads to: 4- Expression: setting to writing the results of the first three stages
through the use of language, employing philosophical construction, myth, and poetry.63 In
the last stage, metaphors, signs and symbols are incorporated in a new mode of
expression, which thus form, and so define a special language beyond simple, everyday
discourse. Here poetry is considered the highest means by which one may ‘speak’ of the
experience, and this is where poetic wisdom reigns. In the technical terminology of
illuminationist philosophy, such a ‘poetic’ metalanguage is designated Lis"an al-Ishr"aq,
said to be metaphorical (marm"uz) and the highest means for the expression of
experiential knowledge.64 The poet is therefore considered the ‘tongue’, lis"an, (that is,
messenger) through which the essence of the unseen, ghayb, is revealed.

The process of experience of the wisdom of the unseen and of the subsequent
communication in poetic form may be further elaborated in the simplified paradigm of
a subject, conscious of self and related to the manifest object. The transition from the
subject to the knowing subject, to the knowing, creating subject, marks the transformation
of man as man to man as poet, whose creative wisdom transcends simple cognizance.
This is when the knowing subject enters the realms of power, jabarût, and the divine,
l"ahut—equated with the ‘unseen realm’ (‘"alam al-ghayb)—and obtains the reality of things,
thus being transformed into the knowing, creating subject. What are created are finally
poems, and as poems they incorporate metaphors for all future individuals to
contemplate, from within which they may then, by themselves and in their own eras,
unravel the wisdom that will guide them on their own quest for truth and happiness. This
is the final distinguishing character of Persian poetry taken as a whole. It is an existential
perspective that regards the end of philosophy to be poetry. From this vista, the wisdom
of the unseen can only be communicated through the poetic medium, and the congenital
poetic wisdom thus informs man of his response to his total environment, of the corporeal
and the spiritual, of the ethical and the political, of the religious and the mundane. The
ensuing perception of reality and the historical process is ‘constructed’ (the Persian she‘r
s"akhtan) in a form, in an art form, at times of a metaphysics, that consciously employs
metaphor, symbol, myth, lore and legend.

The consequence is that Persian wisdom is more poetic than philosophical, always
more intuitive than discursive. The way then, for example, that Persian poetic wisdom
seeks to unravel the mysteries of nature is not by examining the principles of physics (as
say, would the Aristotelians) but to look into the metaphysical world and into the realm
of myths, dreams, the fantastic and the sentimental, as do {H"afez and other major
Persian poets.

The result of the experience of the ghayb may be revelation (wah?y ]sar$ûh?),
inspiration (ilh"am), divine call (nid"a’), or true dreams (ru’y"a ]s"adiqa). All of these result
from the ‘unseen’ becoming manifest through the active imagination affecting the sensus
communis, and thus may have an Epiphany that can be actually seen, just as Prophets
have seen Gabriel in varying forms, or have heard a voice from the burning bush, as well
as many other such occurrences. The Persian poetic wisdom is then the way for
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individuals to also access unrestricted knowledge by becoming related to the Unseen
either through the wisdom of the poet-philosopher, or even by themselves.

In conclusion, Lis"an al-Ghayb can be finally seen as an ‘activity’ on the part of the
poet, and not just a superlative attribute. If we consider the realm of the cosmic, of the
political processes of history, and the individual being, we can see how Persian poetic
wisdom serves as the principle by means of which the cosmic and the human may be
connected. The poet serves as the link between the ‘unseen’ realm—the cosmic, the
divine—and the human. He is the ‘tongue of the unseen’, a veritable prophet-like
‘messenger’ figure whose words of wisdom affect everyone from king to pauper.
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Koranic verse ‘[Those] who believe in the Unseen’ (II. 3) as those ‘who believe in the resurrection
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d"anest "ancheh bûd va "ancheh kh"ast bûd, va "ancheh na-kh"ast bûd v agar bûd$û che-gûneh bûd$û (‘God is unique
in His knowledge of the ghayb. He knows what has been, and what will be, and [even] what will
not be, and were it to be how it will be.’), ibid. p. 21.
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also in {H"afez.

36. ‘Az$ûz al-D$ûn Nasaf$û, ed. cit., p. 242.
37. In a telling passage in ]hikmat al-Ishr"aq, Sohravard$û stipulates that knowledge of the unseen is

obtained by prophets (al-anbiy"a’), saints (al-awliy"a’), and by other philosopher-sages (]hukam"a’)
through Illuminationist experience, which may be as something heard in the heart, or by seeing
someone (an angelic figure) who talks to the subject, or by seeing a Form (mith"al mu‘allaqa).
Such experiences, not confined to God’s choice, inform the subject of knowledge of the unseen
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50. {H"afez was well acquainted with the tradition of Islamic philosophy, which by the fourteenth
century was heavily influenced by the Illuminationist tradition. This is well attested by his
biographers, who mention the texts he had studied, among them Bayy"aw$û’s Ma_t"ali‘ al-Anß"ar f$û
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Greek, and al-]hadd al-t"amm in the Arabic), but is obtained when a knowing subject ‘sees’
(yush"ahad) the manifest, evident ("ahir, or mustan$ûr, similar to H¥usserl’s notion of Evidenz) object
in a durationless instant, which results in an ‘illuminationist relation’ (al-i]d"afa al-ishr"aqiyya)
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and Illumination, ed. cit., pp. 137-143.

59. The epistemological characteristic of knowledge based on inspiration is that it is ‘knowledge by
presence’, when as stated by Sohravard$û: yu’ayyad ibn al-bashar bi-rûK quds$û yurih al-shay’ kam"a
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