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Her Life in Shiraz

Jahan was an Injuid princess, and daughter of the ruler of Shi-
raz, Mas‘td Shah (r. 736/1336-739/1339).! She was the only
child of Mas‘tid Shah to reach adulthood.? All we know of her
mother is that she was a descendant of Rashid al-Din Fazl Allah
(d. 718/1318), a vizier in Ilkhanate Iran® and the Chubanid of
Azerbaijan.* Jahan was married to a nadim (boon compan-
ion) and drinking friend of her uncle.® According to the Taz-
kirat (biographical anthology) by Dawlat'shah (d. 900/1495 or
913/1507), her husband’s name was Khvajah Amin al-Din, and
he was an influential vizier of Shah Abt Ishaq.® The Iranian
literary historian Zabth Allah Safa claimed that Khvajah Amin
al-Din was not Shah Abi Ishaq’s vizier, but a companion who
played a role in the affairs of his kingdom, and was hence given
the title “vizier.”’

We know very little about Jahan’s private life. Dick Davis pos-
tulates that when read in an autobiographical light, some poems
in Jahan’s Divan might be considered references to her unhappy
marriage. Since her husband spent much of his time with her
uncle, it may not be far from the truth to assume that these po-
ems indicate a largely absent intimate partner. The rest of our
scant knowledge about her private life, which is partly reflected
in her poetry, concerns major contemporary incidents in the his-
tory of Shiraz.®



Before Shiraz came under the rule of the Injii dynasty, it had
gone through a series of incidents resulting in civil unrest and
political instability. After facing heavy taxation by the Mon-
gols, repeated pillage by local rulers, and misrule by corrupt of-
ficials, Shiraz was a declining city. Around 100,000 lives were
lost due to the drought of 683/1284—686/1287 and the subse-
quent famine. Another 50,000 people were killed by diseases
such as measles in 696/1297.° After this, Shiraz saw some im-
provement due to the charitable activities and maintenance of
religious buildings of two Mongol women, Abish Khatiin and
her daughter Kurdujin, but the peace did not last long.! The
Injt rulers of Fars, Sharaf al-Din Mahmiid Shah and his son
Abii Ishaq, engaged in a power struggle during the late Ilkhanid
period, causing more destruction and civil disorder.! This grave
political crisis had a catastrophic impact on Jahan’s life.

Jahan faced a series of tragic events, starting when her father
was assassinated in 743/1342. Her uncle, Abu Ishaq, avenged
this assassination, and then became the ruler of Shiraz. Within
a few years he was overthrown by Muzaffarid Mubariz al-Din
Muhammad (718-765/1318-1363), who murdered all the male
members of Jahan’s family in 754/1353. In the aftermath of
this incident, she was imprisoned for some time, and on being
released was exiled from Shiraz.!”> Whether her husband was
murdered or not is unknown. This was the end of Jahan’s con-
venient courtly life, as she was left without assured provision
or support.'?

These catastrophic incidents shaped the context in which Jahan
lived and wrote her poetry. The stifling religiosity imposed
during the dark years of Mubariz al-Din’s rule brought the
cultural development and vibrancy of Shiraz to a stop.'* Un-
der the strict Islamic prohibitions enforced by this cruel war-
lord, wine and music were banned, and the wine-shops that
had flourished during Abt Ishaq’s lax reign were closed'® In a
ruba‘T (quatrain) attributed to him, Mubariz al-Din’s son, Shah
Shuja“ (r. 758/1357-786/1384), gave his father the sobriquet of
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muhtasib-i shahr (morality police of the city), due to his puri-
tanical severity.'® The people of Shiraz also used this nickname
as a term of contempt for their new ruler.'” The term muhtasib,
which appears in the poetry of Hafiz (d. about 792/1390), is
probably derived from the same pejorative term used to criticise
the hypocrisy of Mubariz al-Din,'® which did not last long.

A Thousand Years of
Persian Poetry by Women | ©

Figure 1- From leftFrom left: The Mirror of My Heart: A Thousand Years of Persian Poetry by
‘Women, trans. Dick Davis; Pearls that Soak My Dress: Elegies for a Child, trans. Dick Davis; Faces
of Love: Hafez and the Poets of Shiraz; and a collection of Persian poetry in the original language.

This period of darkness in the history of Jahan’s city came to
an end in the fifth year of Mubariz al-Din’s brutal rule over
Shiraz, when his own son, Shah Shuja‘, had him blinded and
deposed. Shah Shuja‘’ imprisoned his father in Bam (near Ker-
man), where he passed away."” Shiraz benefited in several ways
from Shah Shuja’ coming to power. He averted the danger of
Timur’s attack on the city in 784/1382 by appeasing him with
valuable offerings.”® Shah Shuja‘ also reversed many of his fa-
ther’s extreme policies, so that wine and music reappeared on
the city streets. Jahan and her prominent contemporaries, Hafiz
and ‘Ubayd Zakant (d. ca. 770/1370), all returned to Shiraz.
They all wrote poems in praise of Shah Shuja‘, indicating their
respectful relations with the new ruler, who brought stability to
the city during a reign of more than twenty years.?!



Manuscripts and Critical Editions

The only critical edition of Jahan’s Divan is based on three
available manuscripts of her poetry collection. One of these
manuscripts is available in the Bibliothéque nationale de France
(Supplément persan 763) and is the most complete version of
the Divan.? This edition consists of 15,806 couplets, including
1,656 ghazals or love lyrics (a total of 14,552 couplets), 579
rubaTs or quatrains (1,158 couplets), one tarji'-band or strophic
poem (55 couplets), and several qit‘as or fragmentary poems
(141 couplets). The book includes a preface, and two poems
expressing God’s praise by alluding to His Oneness (tawhid)
and paying homage to the prophet Muhammad.?® The second
manuscript used by the editors of Jahan’s Divan is the Topkapi
manuscript, which is catalogued MS H 867.2* As Brookshaw
points out, this is the second-most complete manuscript, and
Fehmi Karatay dates it to 1437.%° The third manuscript, in Ed-
ward G. Browne’s collection, includes only 500 couplets, and
bears the date 1028/1619. It is recorded in Reynold A. Nichol-
son’s catalogue on page 237 as Jahan’s Divan at the University
of Cambridge.?® In 1344/1966, the late Sa‘id Nafisi published
an article about Jahan that mentioned three manuscripts of her
Divan: Supplément persan 736, Supplément persan 1102, and
Browne’s manuscript. According to Nafisi, manuscript 1102
included 1,300 couplets by Jahan.?” As the editors of Jahan’s
Divan have not consulted Supplément persan 1102, this edition
does not have all her extant poems.*®

Translations of Jahan Malik Khatiin’s Poetry

Several scholars have published translations of Jahan’s poet-
ry.? Among them, Dick Davis has published three books that
include selections of her poems: Faces of Love: Hafez and the
Poets of Shiraz (with seventy-two of her poems), The Mirror of
My Heart: A Thousand Years of Persian Poetry by Women (with
thirty-eight poems), and Pearls That Soak My Dress: Elegies for
A Child (with twenty-four poems).** Rebecca Ruth Gould and
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Kayvan Tahmasebian have also translated several of her poems,
including one of those discovered by Bashart in a 19th century
manuscript of Jahan’s Divan, as noted above. This ghazal was
probably written by Jahan, but mistakenly attributed to Amir
Khusraw Dihlavi (d. 725/1325).3! A few months after their first
translation, Gould and Tahmasebian published another online
article in which they translated three more of Jahan’s poems
and part of the preface that she wrote to her collection of poetry.
Concerning their method of translation, Gould and Tahmasebi-
an explain that they ‘keep faith with the poeticity of the original
rather than with any precise word or syntactic order,’** and they
call for attention to Jahan’s little-known ghazals. Their transla-
tions offer new and fascinating insights, particularly in terms
of the poet’s gender. The authors suggest that her ghazals ‘mix
witty sarcasm with provocative reflections on female desire.’*

Mediaeval Reception of Jahan Malik Khatiin

Information about Jahan’s literary career is as scarce as that
concerning her personal life. Some of the information we have
about her literary career can be inferred from poems written by
her contemporaries, who were all eminent male poets. These
works are worthy of close attention, because they were written
either soon after her death, or while she was still alive. My aim
in this article is to review and analyse Jahan’s contemporary
reception, which will provide valuable insights into the life and
career of Jahan as the only mediaeval female poet for whom we
have a sizeable collection of poetry. Her reception has so far
remained understudied, but it is an important source of infor-
mation about her experience as a female author. The lines that
Zakani, the well-known poet and parodist, wrote about Jahan
are particularly interesting. According to the literary scholar
Muhammad Ishaque, Dawlat'shah’s Tazkirat al-shu‘ara’ men-
tions that Jahan frequently participated in poetic contests with
Zakani.>

In his Javahir al-‘ajayib, FakhrT Hirav1 describes Jahan’s social



status and her virtuous character. He records her as ‘beautiful
and having access to all worldly means. In her majlis, she was
always surrounded by witty and graceful boon companions
whom she took care of. Jahan’s wit, graceful disposition and
virtue of understanding were appreciated by the elite.” Hiravi
also recounts that when Zakant moved to Shiraz from Qazvin,
he learned about and participated in Jahan’s majlis, attended by
such elite, witty, and graceful boon companions. Hiravi reports
that on one occasion, a poetic contest between Jahan and Zakant
continued until late at night. They improvised poetry, debated,
and exchanged witty remarks, and Jahan was deemed superior.
The next time Zakani intended to participate in another contest
at Jahan’s house, he realised that she had been married to the
vizier. On the spot, Zakani composed a qit‘ah ending with the
following hemistich:
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By Jahan’s God (or by the world’s God), Jahan (or the world)
is not tight.*

Zakani managed to send this occasional poem to Jahan’s house.
When the vizier read the poem, Jahan realised that Zakani had
used his wits in the composition. As Hiravi explains, Jahan
and her husband then invited Zakant to their house and duly
received him.*

As indicated in the translation, it is possible to interpret the line
in two ways due to the pun on the word Jahan (lit. the world)
and the semantic field of the adjective tang (lit. tight). Both of
these interpretations are misogynistic, but the second one has
a pornographic undertone. On the literal level, this hemistich
means that the world is not a limited space, indicated by the
word tang. As we know the recipient of this pun was Jahan’s
husband, a man of power and status, this line can be interpret-
ed as a sarcastic way of criticising him for choosing Jahan as
his wife, as if the poet means, ‘You had the freedom to make
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much better choices as your world is not limited!” The second
possible reading of the line implies criticising Jahan’s husband
for choosing her as his wife because her vagina was not tight,
possibly alluding to the fact that she was not a virgin.

The association of women’s chastity and virtuosity to their
virginity has a long enduring history. As Talattof points out,
metaphorical references to a woman’s hymen, implying her vir-
ginity, appear frequently in classical Persian literature. Talattof
gives examples such as dar-i ganj-khanah (door to the treasure
house), durj-i qand (jewel box of sugar), kan-i la‘l (mine of ru-
bies), and qufl-i zarrin (golden lock) from the works of Nizami
Ganjavt (d. 606/1209), which ‘generally portray women in a
more progressive light.” Translating a woman’s chastity into her
virginity is also reflected in Persian contemporary literature.’’

In her investigation of women’s social lives according to the
Zoroastrian belief system, Kataylin Mazdapir traces the roots
of masculinist boundaries set for women to patriarchal Indo-Eu-
ropean social norms. Mazdapir asserts that such social norms
have been maintained and expanded within the Zoroastrian re-
ligion, which consists of the initial revelation to Zoroaster plus
later rulings and interpretations by priests. According to these
patriarchal norms, a chaste woman was expected to become en-
gaged at the age of nine, marry at the age of twelve, start having
sexual intercourse with her husband after her first menstruation,
live in separation during her menstrual period, breast-feed her
babies, remain loyal and obedient to her husband, willingly sub-
mit to his sexual desires, speak little, and be veiled (mastar).*®

Mazdapiir’s discussion shows that the boundaries set for wom-
en by these ancient socioreligious norms clearly connect wom-
en’s sexuality and reproductivity to ritualistic and shameful ta-
boos that limit their social power, agency, and mobility. Leila
Ahmed points out that women’s bodies and sexuality in Islamic
societies of the Middle East have been associated with shame,*
which Mazdapiir asserts has existed for millennia before the ad-



vent of Islam in the Middle East. Perhaps it is crossing ancient
patriarchal boundaries, defined by this shame, that elicits sexist
remarks about women like Jahan. The line attributed to Zakant
therefore was probably meant to imply that Jahan was not a
virgin, and hence a morally loose woman who was not worthy
of being chosen for marriage. As explained below, the implica-
tions of this line might not be more than figurative references to
Jahan’s breaking the patriarchal norms of composing poetry as
an act of transgression. By writing poetry and attending court
gatherings in the presence of male poets, she had transgressed
the boundaries expected for chaste women, which meant being
silent and bound to the private world behind curtains.*

A similar story appears in Dawlatshah’s Tazkirat al-shu‘ara’,
from which the complete qit‘ah is taken:
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O Vizier, Jahan is an infidel whore:
Aren’t you ashamed of such a whore?
Go desire another loose cunt!

By Jahan’s God (or by the world’s God), Jahan (or the world)
is not tight.*

The same lines also appear in Tazkirah-yi mir’at al-khayal by
Shir ‘Alt Khan Lawdi, a Persian-speaking literary figure who
lived in India in the seventeenth century. Reportedly, Zakant
wrote and sent these lines to Khajah Amin al-Din, the influen-
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tial vizier of Shah Abt Ishaq, after Jahan was married to him.*

Domenico Ingenito suggests a slightly different translation for
these lines:

O Vizier, Jahan is an infidel whore:

Aren’t you ashamed of such a whore?

Discard her and choose another large cunt

Isn’t Jahan too tight for the lord of the world [jahan]?*

Ingenito suggests that Dawlatshah might have mistakenly at-
tributed these lines to Zakani, because they do not appear in his
Divan. While referring to a variation of the same quatrain in the
poetry collection of Salman Savuji (d. 778/1376), he propos-
es that probably the word Jahan in this variation refers to the
world, and not to Jahan:

O Vizier, the world is an infidel whore

Aren’t you ashamed of such a whore?

Seek abundance outside of this one [i.e., the mundane world]
Isn’t the world too tight for the lord of the World?#

Ingenito then suggests that if Savuji is referring to an unspeci-
fied vizier, and to the infidelity of the ephemeral world, then the
version attributed to Zakant might be his manipulation of the
poem ‘to vituperate Princess Jahan with obscene language.’
Ingenito has taken the lines that make an impersonal reading of
the poem possible from Savuji’s Divan, edited by ‘All ‘Abbas
Vafa'1i. Although his reading and argument are plausible con-
cerning the version he refers to, another edition of SavujT’s col-
lection of poetry quotes these lines as follows:
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O Vizier, Jahan is an infidel whore:
Aren’t you ashamed of such a whore?
Go desire another loose ass!

By Jahan’s God (or by the world’s God), Jahan (or the world)
is not tight.

This version is almost the same as the version attributed to
Zakani, with the only difference being the body parts to which
these two poems refer. It is difficult to ascertain which version
may be the original, or even which one was written by Savujt or
Zakan1. What matters is how Jahan’s reputation was scrutinised
by her contemporaries. Analysing these remarks made by the
‘elite’ men of letters, at least one of whom was supported by the
court of Jahan’s royal dynasty, sheds light on the experience of
Jahan as a major female poet and the challenges she faced.

Fakhrt Hiravi’s anecdote about Zakani’s qit‘ah, if taken as his-
torically accurate, is the only account reflecting Jahan’s response
to her contemporary reception. This account includes only the
last hemistich of the piece. If we assume that Hiravi is talking
about the same poem attributed to Zakant in Lawd1’s anthology,
and if he has not whitewashed the obscenity of the poem, then
his anecdote becomes a complicated puzzle. It portrays Jahan’s
response to this poem and her relationship with Zakant as ami-
cable and playful. In his book on Jahan, Dawlat'abadi mentions

“7Savuji, Divan, 559.

10



“Dawlat'abadi, Manziir-i
khiradmand, 6.

“Riccardo Zipoli, Irreverent
Persia (Leiden: Leiden Univer-

sity Press, 2015), 108—12.

Ishaque, Four Eminent Poet-
esses of Iran, 65.

S1Safa, Tarikh-i adabiyyat dar
Iran, 3:1048.

Nafisi, “Hafiz va Jahan-Malik
Khatin,” 211.

‘Women Poets Iranica

A Research Compendium

11

that satirical remarks such as those Zakani wrote about Jahan,
or the satirical exchanges between Zakani and Salman Savuj,
are examples of a common tradition of that era.*® Ricardo Zipoli
similarly claims that women’s sexual desire is the main target
for satire in Persian poetry, citing lines from eminent poets such
as Rudaki (d. 328/940), Anvari (d. ca. 564—65/1169-70) and
Khagani (d. between 582-83/1186-87 and 595/1199) in which
women’s sexual desires and erotic activities are associated with
easy virtue.* In the case of Jahan, it is not easy to clarify wheth-
er the misogyny in Zakani’s poem was tolerated because it was
normal in mediaeval times, or if it was cherished as a witty play
on words on a merry occasion, such as a wedding. What is clear,
however, is that Zakant’s lines about Jahan can be considered
pornographic; however, such a reading remained uncriticized
for centuries.

Analysing the misogynistic or pornographic reception of fe-
male poets is one way to break the ill cycle of such remarks.
The modern responses to the tradition that slandered Jahan,
however, have remained mild and forgiving. For instance,
Ishaque referred to these poems as ‘very coarse verses,”’ while
Safa considered the anecdotes about Zakani’s poems on Jahan’s
marriage humorous.®' Nafist dismissed reports of Jahan having
been lampooned by Zakani, as he believed these accusations
to be baseless.”” More than six hundred years ago, Jahan trans-
gressed the limits her society placed on women with her poetry.
It is time to break down such ubiquitous norms meticulously to
decode reactions from male contemporaries of a successful, but
ostracised, female poet like Jahan. The pieces of poetry attribut-
ed to Zakani, or other male poets, discussed here are specimens
that demonstrate mediaeval patriarchal gender norms with mil-
lennia-old roots. This analysis may inevitably involve the pro-
jection of modern understandings of gender norms onto those in
effect in the mediaeval era. Nevertheless, reading Jahan’s con-
temporary reception analytically is a preliminary step toward
understanding the legacy of this mediaeval Persian female poet.



