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Abstract

The Holy Qur’an and its influence on the semantic flourishing of Hafez’s poems
have always attracted the attention of literary critics. The Qur’anic borrowings
of this astute poet are such that Qur’anic meanings and concepts not only impart
a distinct spiritual orientation to his verse but have also played a role in his
being given the epithet “Lisan al-Ghayb.” So much so that from the early ninth
century onward, among Persian-speaking poets this title was applied exclusively
to Hafez of Shiraz. At first glance the combination of Qur’anic allusion and
claims of speaking about the unseen appears difficult and even implausible.
What this article addresses are the problem of Hafez’s being called Lisan al-
Ghayb while simultaneously drawing on the Qur’an. Its aim is to show that, if
Hafez was named Lisan al-Ghayb, this was not because of astonishing prophecy
or miraculous foretelling; rather, his status as Lisan al-Ghayb reflects his careful
study and deep understanding of truths — to the extent that, by attending
precisely to the subtleties of his sources, he was able to recombine expressions
so that they acquired a new manifestation. Calling Hafez Lisan al-Ghayb is due
to these very subtleties and perceptiveness. Hafez’s borrowings from the Qur’an
constitute a particular kind of appropriation that differs from the way other
poets have borrowed from or engaged with the Qur’an. The layers of this type
of borrowing are mainly based on an interpretive reconstruction of Qur’anic
concepts and expressions, employing the“qa‘ideh -e- Istedrad” (rule of
digression), — a method of presenting a variety of topics while at the same time
remaining consonant with Qur’anic verses and surahs.

Keywords: the ghazals of Hafez of Shiraz, Lisan al-Ghayb, quotations from the
Qur’an, the rule of digression

Extended Abstract (OpenAl, 2025)

Introduction

This article examines the relationship between Hafez of Shiraz’s title Lisan al-
ghayb (Tongue of the Unseen) and his practice of Qur anic citation, allusion,
and narrative reworking in his ghazals. While scholars have long documented
Hafez’s extensive dependence on earlier poetic and religious sources, including
the Qur an, the widespread attribution of the hyperbolic title Lisan al-ghayb
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since the ninth century AH creates a conceptual tension. If Hafez borrows and
reconfigures inherited material, how can he at the same time be regarded as a
voice of the unseen, often misunderstood as implying prophetic foreknowledge?
The study argues that this difficulty is resolved once the title is detached from
notions of literal prophecy, which are theologically excluded by the Qur an, and
instead linked to Hafez’s way of engaging the deep semantic layers of Qur anic
discourse. Lisan al-ghayb here denotes an interpretive capacity: Hafez reads,
internalizes, and rearticulates Qur anic narratives and concepts with such
hermeneutic acuity that his speech appears to draw out meanings latent yet not
previously articulated. The focus therefore falls on his minute lexical choices,
his recombination of multiple verses within a single couplet, and his ability to
reframe familiar stories such as those of Adam and Joseph in order to address
hypocrisy, false piety, and human frailty in his own time.

Methodology

The article adopts a close-reading, intertextual method that combines Qur anic
hermeneutics and poetics. It begins with a critical review of prior scholarship on
Hafez’s title Lisan al-ghayb and on his borrowings from earlier Persian poetry,
Qur anic exegesis, and Sufi discourse, especially the work of Zaryab Khuyi,
Mojtaba i, Purnamdarian, Ashuri, and others. These studies collectively show
that Hafez’s thought is deeply rooted in a long-standing religious and cultural
tradition and that his originality must be located in the mode rather than the
mere fact of borrowing.

On this basis, the article selects a set of ghazals and verses where Hafez’s
engagement with the Qur an is both dense and structurally decisive. Examples
include ghazals centered on the creation and fall of Adam, variations on the
story of Joseph and Zulaikha, and poems that mobilize Qur anic imagery of the
Day of Judgment, human trial, and the multiplicity of nations and tribes.
Individual verses such as “Ghazal gofti o darr sefti,” “Cho giyamat ast jana,”
“Zahid zahir parast az hal-e ma agah nist,” and “Dush didam ke malaik dar
maykhane zadand” serve as key case studies for detailed analysis.

The readings trace explicit and implicit Qur anic echoes, identify the specific
suras and ayas involved, and compare Hafez’s usage with traditional exegetical
interpretations. Special attention is given to what the article calls “interpretive
reconstruction,” where Hafez does not only allude to a verse but fuses several
verses, shifts the narrative focus, or repositions Qur anic characters within new
symbolic constellations. The principle of istitrad (digressive progression),
originally proposed to account for the apparent thematic dispersion of Qur anic
suras, is used as a heuristic to explain how Hafez’s seemingly scattered couplets
form structurally coherent wholes.

Results

The analysis first shows that Lisan al-ghayb becomes conceptually coherent
when understood as recognition of Hafez’s ability to penetrate the inner
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semantic possibilities of Qur anic narratives. Foundational stories such as the
creation of Adam, the bearing of the trust, and the dialogue between God,
angels, and Iblis are repeatedly reworked not as didactic retellings but as
frameworks for critiquing jurists, false Sufis, and institutional religion. In the
opening ghazal “Ala ya ayyuha l-saqi,” for instance, a recast story of Adam
grounds a meditation on misguided spiritual authorities and the necessity of
returning to the true “saqi,” implicitly aligned with the divine giver of “sharab
tahur.”

Second, many of Hafez’s most famous lines emerge as condensed exegeses of
Qur anic expressions. When he speaks of the “qiyamat” manifested in the
beloved’s hair and face, he is reworking Qur anic descriptions of judgment,
darkness, and the length of that day into a metaphor for the overwhelming
temporal and existential power of love. Verses on human sinfulness and trial
resonate with Joseph’s confession “wa ma ubarrio nafsi” and the portrayal of
wealth and children as “fitna,” while ironic uses of “nek-nami” and “badnami”
transpose these theological insights into a critique of reputational politics and
moral surveillance in society.

Third, applying the principle of istitrad clarifies that Hafez’s ghazals possess
more internal coherence than is often assumed. What appears as thematic
dispersion—movement from giyamat to Joseph, from the story of Adam to
attacks on hypocritical Sufis—proves to be a controlled sequence of
exemplifications, digressions, and returns that converge on a central stance
regarding love, hypocrisy, or divine grace. This structural insight helps to
correct arbitrary allegories that lift isolated couplets out of their architectural
context and misread the poems as incoherent or purely ornamental.

Finally, the study shows that Hafez also forges new metaphors out of Qur anic
phrases. The “mah-e Kan ani,” conventionally understood as Joseph, is reread in
light of the poem’s broader critique of wine prohibition and the politicization of
sharia. Here the “Canaanite moon” functions as a metaphor for wine itself,
unjustly imprisoned yet destined for honor, in deliberate contrast to the lost
figure of Noah’s son Kan an. Similarly, images of multicolored wine evoke the
Qur anic creation of “shuauban wa qabail” to suggest that diversity should lead
to recognition rather than destructive sectarian conflict.

Conclusion

The article concludes that the title Lisan al-ghayb is best understood as
designating a specific mode of poetic and hermeneutic knowledge rather than
supernatural prediction. Hafez’s engagement with the Qur an consists in
sustained, highly selective rereading of its verses in light of both “signs on the
horizons and in the souls.” He reexamines layered meanings, chooses particular
narrative elements, and recombines them so that they speak directly to the
ethical and political crises of his own time. His speech thus gives voice to what
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is hidden in scripture and experience, not by revealing new revelations, but by
releasing the latent potential of inherited texts.

The study further shows that attention to Qur anic intertextuality and to the
principle of istitrad leads to a more coherent understanding of the ghazal form.
When read as digressively structured yet convergent wholes, the ghazals reveal
networks of internal cross-reference that bind together their Qur anic allusions,
social critiques, and emotional registers. This perspective provides a more
rigorous basis for interpretation and protects against uncontrolled allegorization.
Finally, by tracing Hafez’s repeated rewritings of the story of creation and the
fall, and his reconfiguration of the roles of angels, Iblis, lovers, and Sufis, the
article shows how foundational religious narratives become instruments of
coded socio-political critique. Hafez uses the language and imagery of his
opponents to expose their failures, while affirming a vision of humanity defined
by love, fallibility, and divine mercy. In this way, his poetry stands at once
within and beyond tradition, speaking from its depths while unveiling
possibilities that justify, in a precise and non-miraculous sense, the enduring
attribution of the title Lisan al-ghayb.



