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O minstrel! Play the lute, the flute, the harp and the rebeck 
And whatever you say to the lovers, accompany it with music 
If you sing a pleasing verse or two of my poetry in your garden, 
Sing them with melodious tunes  

(ghazal 1383: lines 8-9). 

Introduction 

Medieval Persian poetry was shaped by and, consequently, reflects the real context 
within which it was performed, or, at the very least, presents an image of the ideal 
performance context. Therefore, alongside contemporary histories and adab works, 
poetry is a valuable source of information for those who wish to try to reconstruct, 
as far as is possible, the physical setting and social context of poetry performance. 
Until recently, scholars have mostly looked to panegyric qaÒÐda poetry for clues on 
performance, considering ghazal poetry too formulaic to be able to provide suffi-
cient useful information on the matter. In this paper, I hope to show how the ghazal 
poetry of just one 14th century Persian poet, JahÁn-Malik KhÁtÙn, can help to shed 
light on the major performance context of the medieval Persianate world: the 
majlis.1    

JahÁn-Malik KhÁtÙn, her life and poetry: 

In the medieval period, few women were taught to read and write as many believed 
that literacy, in the case of women, could lead to perversion and moral laxity. The 
composition and performance of poetry was also commonly considered to be im-
proper for women. In most periods, however, a number of women, who were ac-

1  It is also possible to read the second half of JahÁn’s given name as “Malak” (“angel”), or 
“Mulk” (“dominion”), although “Malik” (“king”) seems a more plausible reading. I am most 
grateful to Julie Scott Meisami and Homa Katouzian for their comments on an earlier draft of 
this article.  
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tively engaged in the affairs of court, were taught to read and write both Persian 
and Arabic. In some cases these women produced poetry which rivaled that of their 
male contemporaries in eloquence and complexity. JahÁn-Malik KhÁtÙn was one 
such woman.2  

JahÁn-Malik KhÁtÙn was an ÏnjÙid princess who lived in ShÐrÁz at the same time 
as ÍÁfiÛ (d. c. 791/1389) and ‘Ubayd-i ZÁkÁnÐ (d.772/1371).3 She was the grand-
daughter of Sharaf al-DÐn MaÎmÙd ShÁh (d.736/1336) the founder of the ÏnjÙid dy-
nasty. Her father, Mas‘Ùd ShÁh (d. 743/1342), was the eldest brother of Shaykh AbÙ 
IsÎÁq (d.758/1357), who was the last ÏnjÙid to rule ShÐrÁz. Shaykh AbÙ IsÎÁq was 
praised as a generous ruler-patron by ÍÁfiÛ and other ShÐrÁzÐ poets during his life-
time and after his death.4 On her mother’s side, JahÁn-Malik was descended from 
the ChÙbÁnids of AdharbÁyjÁn and the great IlkhÁnid vizier and historian, RashÐd al-
DÐn FaÃlallÁh. JahÁn-Malik was born some time after 725/1324, and she married 
AmÐn al-DÐn JahrumÐ, Shaykh AbÙ IsÎÁq’s boon companion or nadÐm. Her takhalluÒ 
or penname (which she uses most eloquently in her poetry) is “JahÁn”, or “world”.5  

After her father was killed, JahÁn-Malik’s uncle, Shaykh AbÙ IsÎÁq, took control 
of ShÐrÁz. Shaykh AbÙ IsÎÁq’s passion for poetry is well documented in contempo-
rary sources, and it is not unreasonable to suggest that he commissioned his niece 
to compose poetry for performance at his court. ShÐrÁz was conquered by the 
MuÛaffarids in 754/1353 and Shaykh AbÙ IsÎÁq was killed four years later.6 After 
the conquest of ShÐrÁz by the MuÛaffarids, JahÁn-Malik appears to have stayed in 
the city and lived alongside her family’s enemies, which cannot have been easy for 
her. JahÁn-Malik mocks MubÁriz al-DÐn in her poetry (see ghazal 1321) and, in 
contrast, praises Shah Shuja‘, MubÁriz al-DÐn’s eldest son and successor, who was 
much more inclined to poetry and worldly pleasures than his late father. It seems 
that JahÁn-Malik lived at least until 784/1382, since in her poetry she also praises 
the JalÁyirid prince, AÎmad BahÁdur b. Shaykh Uvays, who ruled in IÒfahÁn from 
that year.7   

2  On women’s literature in the medieval Islamic world, see Hammond 2003. For more exam-
ples of pre-modern Persian poetry penned by women, see MiÎrÁbÐ 2003 and MakhfÐ 2002.    

3 JahÁn-Malik KhÁtÙn seems to have been acquainted with ‘Ubayd-i ZÁkÁnÐ, see DawlatshÁh 
1900: 289-290 for disparaging and vulgar remarks made by ‘Ubayd-i ZÁkÁnÐ against JahÁn-
Malik KhÁtÙn. References to JahÁn-Malik and her poetry are also to be found in other poetry 
anthologies, such as Muhammad DhihnÐ’s Tadhkirat al-KhavÁtÐn, see Massé 1972: 4. DhihnÐ 
praises JahÁn-Malik’s refinement and says that the literati of the age took part in her majÁlis.   

4 See JahÁn-Malik KhÁtÙn 1995: 7-8, for a poem in praise of ShÁh ShujÁ‘, and ÍÁfiÛ 2001: 
683-685, for a qaÒÐda in praise of Shaykh AbÙ IsÎÁq and ibid: 687-688, for a qaÒÐda praising 
ShÁh ShujÁ‘. See ‘Ubayd-i ZÁkÁnÐ: 1999 for numerous poems in praise of Shaykh AbÙ IsÎÁq, 
ShÁh ShujÁ‘, and their viziers.   

5  For further biographical details on the princess, see JahÁn-Malik KhÁtÙn 1995: iii-x; NafÐsÐ 
1965: 216 and ibid. 1968: 369-372; Massé 1972: 1-8; and ÑafÁ 1999: 1045-1056.  

6  On the MuÛaffarids, see Jackson 1993 and Al-i Davud 1995. For more information on the Ïn-
jÙids, see Àl-i DÁvÙd 2001 and Boyle 1971.  

7  See ÑafÁ 1999: 1047. 
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The published edition of JahÁn-Malik’s dÐvÁn comprises four qaÒÐdas, one tarjÐ‘-
band, a lengthy marthÐya, 12 muqaÔÔa‘s, 357 rubÁ‘Ðs and 1,413 ghazals, and is the 
largest known dÐvÁn to have survived from any woman poet of pre-modern Iran. 
Like ÍÁfiÛ, JahÁn-Malik KhÁtÙn primarily composed ghazals. Her dÐvÁn contains 
almost three times as many ghazals as that of ÍÁfiÛ; the large volume of JahÁn-
Malik’s ghazals suggests that she wrote poetry throughout her life, and that, when 
compiling her dÐvÁn (most likely near the end of her life), she did not substantially 
edit or revise them. If she had done so, she would most likely have discarded (or at 
least amalgamated) those poems with considerable overlap, whether in terms of 
content or form (or both). JahÁn-Malik’s dÐvÁn contains a large number of rubÁ‘Ðs, 
which she may have written for performance at intimate, private wine parties. Con-
temporary sources suggest that a number of ÏnjÙid women played an active role in 
the political and cultural life of 14th century ShÐrÁz, most notably TÁshÐ KhÁtÙn, 
Shaykh AbÙ IsÎÁq’s influential mother, whose cultural and religious activities in-
cluded the founding of a madrasa, the expansion of the ShÁh ChirÁgh shrine com-
plex, and the regular attendance of public theological majÁlis.8 Just like several Sal-
ghurid princesses before them, some ÏnjÙid women were directly involved in politi-
cal matters.9 Given that a number of royal women were actively involved in the po-
litical life of ShÐrÁz in the 13th and 14th centuries, it is not unreasonable to contend 
that JahÁn-Malik KhÁtÙn was a visible participant in the literary salons of ShÐrÁz, al-
though explicit evidence detailing the literary activities of women in this period is, 
at best, scant.   

JahÁn-Malik’s dÐvÁn was first published just a decade ago in Tehran in 1374/1995. 
This would partly explain why her poetry has remained largely unstudied, whether 
in Iran or elsewhere. This edition is based on three manuscripts of JahÁn-Malik’s 
poetry. The most complete manuscript used by the editors is in the Bibliothèque Na-
tionale in Paris (no. 1580). It contains more than 14,000 bayts of poetry, appears to 
date from the poet’s lifetime, and is dedicated to AÎmad BahÁdur b. Shaykh 
Uvays.10 The second most complete manuscript used is in the Topkap� Palace Li-

                                                                                                 

8  Limbert 2004: 59 and 102.  
9  Limbert 2004: 41 and 76: KhÁn SulÔÁn, JahÁn-Malik’s cousin, secretly supported her MuÛaf-

farid brother-in-law, ShÁh ShujÁ‘, against her husband, his brother, ShÁh MaÎmÙd. For de-
tails on the activities of the Salghurid atÁbak Abish KhÁtÙn (d. 1286) and her daughter, Kur-
dÙjÐn, see Limbert 2004: 14, 18-22 and 25.    

10  Blochet 1928: 222: “Cet exemplaire est l’original du diwan de Djihan, qui avait laissé des 
places en blanc pour des compositions qu’elle avait l’intention de faire, dont quelques unes 
ont été remplies par l’un des possesseurs du livre”. NafÐsÐ 1968: 369 says that the fact that 
many of the ghazals in this manuscript are preceded by, “dÁmat [sic.] baqÁ’u-hÁ” (“may her 
existence continue”) suggests that this copy of JahÁn-Malik’s dÐvÁn was either written in her 
lifetime, or else copied from a dÐvÁn written whilst she was still alive. Massé 1972: 4-5 also 
proposes that, given the fine nature of the tadhhÐb, this manuscript of JahÁn’s dÐvÁn may in 
fact be the copy originally presented to Ahmad b. Shaykh Uvays.     
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brary in Istanbul (H.867) and is dated Rajab 840/1437.11 The editors also made use 
of a third, much shorter manuscript, which contains just 500 bayts of JahÁn-Malik’s 
poetry and is dated to c.1028/1618. This manuscript opens with a preface in praise 
of ShÁh ShujÁ‘, and was bought by E.G. Browne and is in the University Library in 
Cambridge (V.32 (6)).12 In addition to these three manuscripts, there is another 
manuscript in the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris (no. 1581), which contains a se-
lection of around 1,300 bayts of JahÁn-Malik’s poetry and which is bound together 
with a similar number of ghazals by another (possibly female) poet with the takhal-
luÒ “BÐ-nishÁn”.13 To date, no manuscript copy of JahÁn-Malik’s dÐvÁn has been lo-
cated in the major libraries of Iran. The small number of extant manuscripts of Ja-
hÁn-Malik’s dÐvÁn would suggest that her poetry was not widely disseminated, 
whether during her lifetime or after her death. Like the ghazals of other poets of 
14th century Iran, JahÁn-Malik’s poetry has been overshadowed by that of ÍÁfiÛ, 
perhaps even more so in her case because she was a woman.  

From a close reading of JahÁn-Malik’s dÐvÁn, it seems that the poet was influ-
enced by the 13th century ShÐrÁzÐ poet, Sa‘di (d.691/1292), to whom she refers di-
rectly at least once (ghazal 230). Many more of her ghazals, however, bear a strik-
ing similarity to those of ÍÁfiÛ.14 Given that both ÍÁfiÛ and JahÁn-Malik were ac-
tive at the ÏnjÙid and MuÛaffarid courts, it is not unreasonable to assume that they 
may have influenced each other’s poetry, in terms of both content and style. It 
should be noted, however, that JahÁn-Malik’s ghazals have less mystical content 
(whether covert or overt) than those of ÍÁfiÛ.  

As to whether we can detect a specifically female voice in the poetry of JahÁn-
Malik KhÁtÙn, I would argue that, for the most part, it is impossible to tell that the 
poems were written by a woman. Unsurprisingly, JahÁn-Malik adopted the language 
and style of her male contemporaries and succeeded in producing poetry of a com-
parable standard. Few of JahÁn-Malik’s ghazals could be considered confessional or 
personal in any substantive way, although the profuse use of her takhalluÒ, “JahÁn”, 
in her poetry (not just in the final verse, but often throughout a given poem) gives 
the sense that one is reading about the poet herself. In some of JahÁn-Malik’s poetry, 
however, she appears to provide the listener with glimpses of her personal predica-
ment. We learn, for example, that she has lost everything (az dast raft sÁmÁn-i ma: 

11  See Karatay 1961: 215. Karatay dates the Topkap� manuscript to 840/1437, which means it 
was copied around four to five decades after JahÁn-Malik’s death. This manuscript contains 
approximately 5,000 bayts.  

12  See Browne 1932: 237-238 and ibid. 1951: 233.  
13  Blochet 1928: 223 suggests that this abridged version of JahÁn-Malik’s dÐvÁn may have been 

copied at Herat in the mid-15th century.   
14  Although this similarity is not the focus of this paper, it is interesting to note that a noticeable 

degree of overlap in rhyme, metre and content does exist between the ghazals of ÍÁfiÛ and 
JahÁn-Malik KhÁtÙn. More research is needed, though, to ascertain who is drawing on whom. 
For preliminary views on the similarities between the ghazals of these contemporaries, see 
DawlatÁbÁdÐ 1988, NafÐsÐ 1968: 371-372 and Massé 1972: 6.  
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39), that she has been ruined (kharÁb: 54, 56, 57), that she seeks no crown or throne 
(naÛar bÁ-jÁnib-i tÁj u sarÐr nÐst: 293), has given up her standing in society (sar u 
sÁmÁn u ‘irÃ u nÁm u nang-am bi-dÁdam jumla az ‘ishq-i tu bar bÁd: 416), and has 
lost her riches and hereditary possessions (khÁn u mÁn: 1394). 

The poetic voice in JahÁn-Malik’s dÐvÁn is certainly more chaste than that of her 
male contemporaries, especially ‘Ubayd-i ZÁkÁnÐ and KhÁjÙ-yi KirmÁnÐ, and she 
makes fewer references to wine and the libertine life of the kharabat (wine taverns). 
This chaste modesty is in itself, perhaps, an indication that we are reading the po-
etry of a woman. The fact that we know JahÁn-Malik is a woman makes it interest-
ing to see how she employs the standard male, homoerotic imagery when describ-
ing the beauty of her male beloved, especially when describing his long, disheveled 
hair, silvery chest, or beard.15 However, the fact that – for the most part – we cannot 
detect a female voice in JahÁn-Malik’s poetry is a testament to her poetic skill.16  

JahÁn-Malik KhÁtÙn prefaced her dÐvÁn with a most revealing and eloquent in-
troduction.17 In this introduction, JahÁn-Malik explains why she decided to commit 
her poetry to writing. She says that she composed poems in her free time, and that, 
at first, she was reluctant to compile her poetry, thinking that it was not suitable for 
a woman of her standing to do so, but that when she learned that both Arab and 
Persian noblewomen of the past had composed poetry, she wrote down her verses. 
In this introduction, she laments that so few women of Iran have written poetry, al-
though she does mention the Qutlugh-KhÁnid princess PÁdishÁh KhÁtÙn (d. 1295), 
and a certain “Qutlugh ShÁh KhÁtÙn” (possibly PÁdishÁh KhÁtÙn’s mother, Qutlugh 
TurkÁn KhÁtÙn (d. 681/1282)). PÁdishÁh KhÁtÙn and her mother wielded consider-
able political power in the late 7th/13th century and both wrote poetry, a small 
amount of which has survived.18  In her preface, JahÁn-Malik also quotes two 
rubÁ‘Ðs by a woman poet called ‘À’isha Muqriya.19 She does not mention MahsatÐ, 
perhaps deliberately because of the sexual overtones in her verses.20 This introduc-
tion to the dÐvÁn is significant in that it proves that JahÁn-Malik was both familiar 

                                                                                                 

15  I have not found any suggestion that JahÁn-Malik is writing about a female beloved.  
16  If JahÁn-Malik had written poetry with a distinctly female voice, she would have been looked 

down upon by her male counterparts. Massé 1972: 6, surprisingly states that one can detect a 
distinctly female voice in JahÁn-Malik’s poetry, his evidence being that, he says, that her po-
etry describes human rather than divine love (although it remains unclear why, even if this is 
true, it indicates that the author is a woman).  

17  See JahÁn-Malik KhÁtÙn 1995: 1-4.  
18  PÁdishÁh KhÁtÙn ruled KirmÁn 690-694/1291-1295. PÁdishÁh KhÁtÙn’s mother, Qutlugh 

TurkÁn KhÁtÙn, ruled KirmÁn 655-681/1257-1282. See Gulshani 2000; Mernissi: 1993: 100-
104; MunshÐ KirmÁnÐ 1983: 70-79; Minorsky 1986; and Massé 1972: 5. It is also important 
to note that both these women were of Turkish descent and, therefore, may have been freer to 
compose poetry and to be politically active than their Persian counterparts.    

19  JahÁn-Malik KhÁtÙn 1995: 3-4. See also MushÐr SalÐmÐ 1956: 323-324.  
20  See MiÎrÁbÐ 2003: passim.  
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with the poetry of other women, and that she was conscious that others might criti-
cize her for recording her poetry in writing.21  

The majlis as performance context: 

The term majlis (pl. majÁlis), is derived from the Arabic verb jalasa (to sit), and in 
Persian denotes an assembly hosted by a prominent, wealthy individual (e.g., a king, 
vizier, judge) where scholarly questions of law, jurisprudence or doctrine were de-
bated, or else where guests engaged in wine-drinking and feasting and enjoyed en-
tertainment provided by poets, singers, musicians and other performers.22 These less 
formal gatherings (variously referred to in medieval Persian texts as majlis-i sharÁb, 
majlis-i uns, majlis-i bazm, majlis-i ‘ishrat, nashÁÔ-i sharÁb, ‘aysh u nÙsh, maÎfil, 
mihmÁnÐ and anjuman) served as the primary forum for the performance of poetry 
and music in the Iranian world throughout the medieval period.23 This indulgent 
majlis setting had a direct impact on the style and content of the poetry performed.24 

Such gatherings formed a regular part of the routine (whether daily or weekly) 
of many rulers. Medieval Iranian kings and princes surrounded themselves with a 
small band of boon companions (sing. nadÐm) with whom they would engage in 
these entertainment and wine-drinking sessions. These nadÐms, who were hand-
picked and who enjoyed a privileged status at court, often included the patron’s fa-
vourite poets, musicians and singers. Participants’ positions at the majlis, which 
would often be dictated by the patron-host, were generally allotted according to so-
cial rank. Some participants might be seated (e.g. dignitaries, military officers and 
musicians), while others (e.g. ghulÁms and wine-servers) usually stood through-
out.25 

Rulers offered rewards to their entertainers who praised them in song and verse, 
and the size of the reward (and the manner in which it was bestowed) constituted an 
important element of the majlis. Rewards were often given with much pomp and 
ceremony, as kings took the opportunity to make a public display of their generosity. 
Poets who failed to sufficiently flatter or entertain their patrons, though, risked for-

21  See also Massé 1972: 5.  
22  For references to scholarly majÁlis in medieval ShÐrÁz and Yazd, see Ibn ZarkÙb 1932: 111, 

126 and 155; YazdÐ 1947: 50 and 77; and, KutubÐ 1956: 8 and 49.  
23  For preliminary studies on the convivial majlis in the Iranian world, see Clinton 1972; Lewis 

1995: 69-92; and Brookshaw 2003. 
24  See De Bruijn 1983: 158: “There is no genre of Persian poetry which has been more impreg-

nated by the atmosphere of these drinking-bouts than the poetry of love. All the elements 
which constitute the thematical complex of taghazzul are in one way or another related to this 
real background, whether they are meant in a profane or in a religious sense.”   

25  For descriptions of wine and poetry parties in medieval Persian prose and poetry, see Bay-
haqi 1971: 86, 152, 192, 310-312, 329, 460 and 570-571; FarrukhÐ SÐstÁnÐ 1999: 37-38 and 
53-55; ManÙchihrÐ DÁmghÁnÐ 1996: 101-105 and 179-181; NiÛÁmÐ ‘ArÙÃÐ 1920: 29-30, 35, 
44 and 47; Kay-KÁ’Ùs 1951: 110, 118-119 and 135; NiÛÁm al-Mulk 1956: 95-97; and NiÛÁmÐ 
GanjavÐ 1954: 94, 194 and 356.   
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feiting their financial rewards and their position at court. For aspiring poets, admis-
sion to the privileged circle of the courtly majlis was essential, in that it provided the 
ideal forum within which they could demonstrate their skill and solicit patronage.  

MajÁlis hosted by the royal court were either held in the audience halls of urban 
palaces, in garden kiosks constructed specifically for the staging of such gatherings, 
or else in extramural gardens. During the more temperate spring and autumn months, 
these parties were also often held in meadows, beside riverbanks, and in hunting 
lodges. It is this royal majlis setting that is reflected in the ghazals of JahÁn-Malik 
KhÁtÙn. The references found in medieval Persian ghazal poetry to the performance 
context are most likely not real descriptions of actual courtly majÁlis, but rather de-
pictions of ideal (or idealized) gatherings, and, as such tell us much about the char-
acteristics of the perfect majlis, as understood by the poet and her audience. 

Local rulers usually maintained a number of extra-mural gardens or garden resi-
dences (sing. bÁgh),26 and, as I have argued elsewhere, the primary setting for 
courtly majÁlis in medieval Iran was the garden.27 This garden setting for majÁlis is 
reflected throughout 14th century Persian ghazal poetry. It can be argued that the 
garden described in medieval Persian poetry, especially ghazal poetry, is intended 
to represent a microcosm of the world.28 This could also be argued in the case of 
JahÁn-Malik’s poetry, although the skilful manner in which she uses her takhalluÒ, 
“JahÁn” (“world”), allows the poet to refer to the “world garden”, to her own, pri-
vate garden, or, perhaps, a garden in ShÐrÁz or elsewhere named the BÁgh-i JahÁn 
(or, indeed, all three simultaneously):29  

,+��A� µÂ �O ��O ½�� ��h� &
 0¼  t�¿� � t��¼ ½�� S&�h r&
 0
 �j´ 
 

Yesterday I passed by the BÁgh-i JahÁn and saw 
That despite his stature, the cypress did not hold his head high 
(71:7) 

We know from Clavijo’s contemporary account of early 15th century Samarqand, 
that TÐmÙrid women owned private bÁghs to which they invited guests and in 
which the hosted wine parties and other celebrations, both formal and informal.30 
Could the situation have been similar in ÏnjÙid and MuÛaffarid ShÐrÁz? Although 

                                                                                                 

26  For descriptions of contemporary 14th century gardens, see Ibn ZarkÙb 1932: 28, 72-73, 93 
and 132; YazdÐ 1947: 18 and 105-106; and, ÍÁfiÛ AbrÙ 1999: 255. For details of BÙyid, 
Ghaznavid and TÐmÙrid gardens, see Brookshaw 2003: 203-204.  

27  Brookshaw 2003: 202-203.   
28  See Meisami 1995: 257.  
29  It is interesting to note that in JahÁn-Malik’s poetry, she often refers to the garden using the 

word sarÁbustÁn, a word normally used to denote a small garden adjacent to a palace (sarÁ; 
see ghazals 289 and 1192); the garden most likely to be used by the women of the royal 
harem. 

30  See Clavijo 1928: 242-245, 258, and 260-261. Marefat 1993: 29 shows that royal TÐmÙrid 
women accrued wealth and property, commissioned the construction of buildings and gar-
dens, patronized the arts, and asserted influence on the court. 
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they were not Turks, the ÏnjÙids and MuÛaffarids were descended from families 
who had long been in the employ of the Ïl-KhÁns, and who had intermarried with 
local Turkic dynasties. It is therefore likely that they were influenced by Turco-
Mongol attitudes regarding royal women, which are believed by some to have been 
relatively liberal.31  

Descriptions of verdant gardens abound in medieval Persian poetry and, I would 
argue, reflect the fact that gardens and extra-mural parks were used frequently for 
poetry and wine parties, especially in the most temperate months of the year, and 
primarily in springtime. This use of gardens for majÁlis during the spring is re-
flected in the panegyric poems of the Ghaznavid period, many of which open with 
a lengthy and detailed description of the ruler’s garden at the start of the Iranian 
year.32 Spring, and the New Year festival of NawrÙz, symbolize rebirth and renewal, 
and, in the poetry of JahÁn-Malik KhÁtÙn, also serve as metaphors for periods of 
political stability and peace. Spring on the Iranian plateau is a transitory, brief sea-
son, and references to the lush, vernal garden are sometimes employed to warn the 
audience of the fleeting nature of the good life and the harshness which, just as 
spring and summer are followed by autumn and winter, will inevitably follow. In 
this ghazal, JahÁn-Malik paints a picture of the ideal venue for a NawrÙz majlis:  
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The world, all around, is like the first days of spring 
In the garden of the soul, the roses are in bloom 
The ground has become green like emeralds 
Every plain is painted with flowers 
Every garden is filled with colorful roses 
Thousands of nightingales are perched on the branches 
Beside the stream, khÐrÐ flowers and lilies are dotted around 
The arghavÁn trees are too numerous to count 
Out of love for the rose, the gardens are filled 

31 For information on women in the ÏnjÙid period, see Limbert 2004: 30, 41, 59, 75-76 and 102. 
For women in the the Ghaznavid period, see Meisami 2003: 81-82. Meisami argues that 
Ghaznavid royal women, although housed in secluded, harem quarters, owned property and 
were politically active. For similar information on Seljuk women see Hillenbrand 2003, and 
on the importance of the public role played by TÐmÙrid women in politics, see Manz 2003.  

32  See ManÙchihrÐ 1996: 1, 3, 17, 22, 29, 31 and 43; and FarrukhÐ 1999: 13, 53, 60 and 82.  
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With the cries of the bulbuls and nightingales 
Come for one moment so we can enjoy together 
For you know that the world is a transient place 
Why, o soul, from the garden of reunion 
Is our share no more than a thorn? 
(165: 1-7) 

Spring is, therefore, synonymous with the “season of merriment” (mawsim-i ‘aysh); 
parties could be held within the confines of formal, private gardens, or outside the 
city and its environs in the countryside: 
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The scent of spring has arrived and by the stream the grass has sprouted 
Come, for it is the season for merriment and the time for the rose-garden 
You know that one cannot rely too much on life 
Be not deceived by it; it’s miserly 
(169:7-8)  

Parties might be held on the plains before and/or after hunting outings to provide en-
tertainment for the participants, or else, more specifically, to celebrate the blossom-
ing of the desert in springtime. The MuÒallÁ meadow, located just outside ShÐrÁz, 
was, in JahÁn-Malik’s time, popular with ShÐrÁzÐs who sought to escape the city and 
its associated restrictions.33 Private gardens or meadows outside of town provided a 
measure of seclusion for the performance of music and the drinking of wine, and 
would have been a less hazardous option than taverns within the city limits, which 
would have fallen foul of the inspector of public morality, the muÎtasib:  
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The garden, the moonlight and the riverbank are so sweet 
To sleep to the warbling of the nightingales at dawn, is so sweet 
The blood in my heart, like the eyes of my beloved, is boiling 
Jujube juice, drunk from the ruby lips of the friend, is so sweet 
(176:1-2) 

In a similar vein, JahÁn-Malik says:  
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The melody of the lute, the riverbank and the lawn at springtime 
Remains continually with us with this beloved’s face 
(794:9) 

                                                                                                 

33  For praise of the MuÒallÁ meadow and the RuknÁbÁd canal, see Ibn ZarkÙb 1932: 5-6, 20 and 
22-24. ÍÁfiÛ was buried in the MuÒallÁ meadow.  

© 2016 Orient-Institut Istanbul

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783956506932-87 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783956506932-87
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


DOMINIC PARVIZ BROOKSHAW 96 

Whether it be in the garden or in the open countryside, it seems the spot chosen for 
a majlis would often be beside a stream or river, most likely for the cooling and 
soothing properties of the water and, more practically, for the provision of fresh 
water. Having spent the night in a garden or meadow, beside a river or stream, the 
revelers might start their day with a morning draught (ÒabÙÎ). This is echoed in the 
opening lines of ghazal 750:  
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At dawn a sweet breeze blows with the scent of spring 
O saqi! Arise and swiftly bring that rose-coloured wine 
So that, with crimson wine, I might break the hangover of the separation day 
In anticipation of that grief-repelling beauty 
(750: 1-2) 

JahÁn implores her audience to seize the day and make merry before the physical 
(or, indeed, political) climate changes. This carpe diem attitude resonates through 
much of her poetry and reflects the political upheavals she witnessed during her 
lifetime. In the 14th century, a series of competing local dynasties (the ÏnjÙids, 
MuÛaffarids, and JalÁyirids), linked by marriage and divided by blood feuds, vied 
for control of ShÐrÁz. These military conflicts caused considerable upheaval in the 
everyday life of people living in the city. Too much depended on the whim of the 
ruler, and often radical changes came into effect when the rule passed from father 
to son (as in the case of the accession of the more liberal ShÁh ShujÁ‘, following 
the deposition of his reputedly much more conservative father, MubÁriz al-DÐn). In 
JahÁn-Malik’s city the future was uncertain, and many of her poems reflect the pes-
simistic and troubled mood of the age in which she lived:  
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Happy is he who, in this world 
Has the corner of a garden, and the lip of a cup 
Sound is the soul of he who continually, 
In the majlis has a glass of wine 
(236:6-8) 

And: 
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Come, come! Treasure this one day 
Who, o beloved, has hope of existence tomorrow? 
(85:6) 
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Gardens in medieval Iran served as forums for the pursuit of worldly pleasures 
(drinking, feasting, singing, etc.) and, as such, were considered dens of iniquity by 
more pious members of society. JahÁn-Malik KhÁtÙn, by describing the garden in 
very similar terms to those used in the Qur’Án to describe Paradise – where inmates 
consume wine served to them by beautiful young women and men – manages to 
distance herself from activities which were not strictly considered lawful in this 
earthly life, especially for women:34   
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In the garden of heaven, nay in Paradise too 
Like you, o light of my eyes, there is not one ÎÙrÐ 
(289:4)  
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Oh, how pleasing it was to take a morning draught in the garden 
And seated beside an angel-born ÎÙrÐ, it is so fine 
(177:6) 
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That’s not a cypress, nor stature, nor a garden 
It’s Paradise and that’s the Tuba tree beside the stream 
(227: 2) 

As has been said, JahÁn-Malik’s poetry is, on the whole, more chaste and restrained 
than that of her male contemporaries. There are, however, in her poetry occasional 
bursts of more sensuous verse where she alludes to more earthly, physical pleasures. 
In the opening lines to ghazal 902, JahÁn-Malik skillfully puns on the word kÁm, 
which can convey at least three distinct meanings: “desire”, “satisfaction”, and 
“palate”: 
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How sweet it is, with the wine of reunion in the cup 
To sit with your heart’s satisfaction with the beloved 
The palate of my heart is bitter from your separation 
Give me my desire, so that my palate may be sweetened 
(902: 1-2)  

                                                                                                 

34  In 14th century poetry and prose, the RuknÁbÁd stream is often likened to rivers in Heaven 
and MuÒallÁ is equated with the Garden of Paradise, see Ibn ZarkÙb 1932: 5-6 and 22.  
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In another ghazal, JahÁn-Malik describes a night majlis (the nocturnal setting is em-
phasized by the radÐf, “imshab”, “tonight”). In this heady atmosphere of wine-
drinking and flirtation, JahÁn-Malik addresses the drunken slave-sÁqÐ and entreats 
him to provide her with the (possibly sexual) gratification she seeks. The majlis set-
ting is further emphasized through the mention of the minstrel (muÔrib), wine-server 
(sÁqÐ) and boon companion (nadÐm). It should be remembered that JahÁn-Malik’s 
husband was the chief nadÐm of her uncle, the ÏnjÙid ruler Shaykh AbÙ IsÎÁq: 
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Even though that full moon of mine did not give satisfaction from his lips 
However much kindness he gives is perfect, tonight 
On this night of reunion, O beauty! There is no sleep in my eyes 
For to sleep whilst gazing on your face is forbidden to me, tonight 
With just one kiss soothe our weary heart 
For you are drunk and your favours are free for all, tonight 
From your good fortune, I have a minstrel, a wine-server and a companion 
Beside the stream, and the face of the beloved is constantly with me, tonight 
… 
I said to him, “How long must I wait, for my palate has turned bitter?” 
Give me my heart’s desire. It’s my turn to be satisfied, tonight 
(67:3-6 and 9)35 

The expression of sexual desire for the beloved is a common theme of Persian 
ghazal poetry, and the advances of the frustrated lover and the rejection on the part 
of the beloved are often characterized by harshness, and even violence. In the 
opening lines of the following poem, JahÁn-Malik desires to take hold of the boy 
by his hair and force him to kiss her, although she is aware of his deadly gaze:  
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If one night I grasp the hem of reunion with you 
Or as I grab hold of one strand of your locks 

35  There are two further ghazals in the dÐvÁn with the same radÐf. Both poems describe a similar 
nocturnal setting, where the poet-lover entreats her beloved to stay with her for the night.  
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I will steal from your ruby lips, by some ruse, a few kisses 
Even though the blood-thirsty glance of my beloved seems drunk 
Anyone who has seen your eyes and those wine-coloured lips 
I am certain, will turn into a worshipper of wine through that wine 
(688:1-3) 

The garden setting of the majlis also permeates the language with which JahÁn-
Malik chooses to portray sexuality and the manner in which she describes the 
beauty of her beloved.36 Just as the beloved is described as a newly opened rose, 
JahÁn-Malik depicts herself as a swelling bud, eager to bloom:  
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I am a bud of ecstasy in the body of the garden of desire 
Without the breeze of your love, I cannot bloom 
(1034:3) 

In another poem, JahÁn-Malik uses gardening metaphors to describe the brutality 
with which the beloved has rejected her: 
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In the garden of the world, o noble cypress, 
I have devoted myself to you, in order to be happy 
When I saw your entrancing stature 
I no longer looked at the cypress and the box tree 
Why have you torn, from the garden of my hope, 
The tree of love by its root? 
(416: 1-3) 

It would be a mistake, though, as with most medieval Persian court poetry, to read 
these as confessional, autobiographical statements on the part of the poet. In me-
dieval Persian ghazals, poets hide behind their first person poetic persona when de- 
scribing more bacchic and erotic imagery. If we accept that JahÁn-Malik is speak-
ing through her poetic persona, then it is not surprising that there is little (if any) 
clear indication in her poetry to the fact that she is a woman. 14th Persian ghazals 
were generally written by male poets in praise of male beloveds, so we can assume 
that her poetic persona is intended to be read as male. This does not detract from 
the fact that those listening to or reading JahÁn-Malik’s poetry most probably knew 

                                                                                                 

36  Similar garden-related language was also used by historians to describe the beauty of the 
ruler-patron, see YazdÐ 1947: 11 and KutubÐ 1956: 61-62 on the beauty of ShÁh ShujÁ‘. On 
the interplay of nature imagery and sexuality in medieval Persian poetry, see Meisami 1995.  
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the poet was a woman, and, consequently, may have interpreted her poems in a dif-
ferent light due to her gender.   

The use of nature imagery to describe the beauty of the beloved is by no means 
unique to JahÁn-Malik, but its all-pervasiveness makes it worthy of mention. The 
beloved’s stature is commonly likened to that of the cypress or box tree, his cheeks 
to the tulip or rose, his eyes to narcissi and his perfumed, jet locks to the hyacinth. 
The beloved rivals (nay, shames) the garden with his perfect beauty; the flowers 
and trees prostrate themselves in awe: 
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A thousand blessings upon you, o cypress-statured one 
In the garden of the soul, no cypress has ever grown thus 
… 
O my erect, rose-limbed cypress! By the name of God 
You think it fit to steal our heart, a thousand blessings upon you! 
… 
If you glide through the garden of our heart like the ÓÙbÁ tree 
The arghavÁn and the jasmine will smooth the dust beneath your feet 
… 
I have chosen you from all the beauties of the world 
Why have you chosen another beloved over wretched me?  
(1192: 1, 4, 8 and 11) 

Also, in the closing lines of the following ghazal: 
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I saw a new rose and wondered if it was your cheek 
It is the thought of water that causes the thirsty man to see a mirage 
O beloved! If you place your ruby lips on the lip of the cup 
Out of embarrassment the water will, before your lips, turn to liquid ruby 
The rose saw your fair face and wilted out of shame 
Just like thread of linen in the light of the moon 
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I saw your magical eyes and I lost my heart 
Alas! Your drunken narcissus eyes have destroyed JahÁn. 
(63: 6-9) 

Again: 
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Is it a face, O Lord, or a jasmine flower? A scent or jasmine itself? 
Oh how much sweeter than the garden’s cypress is the stature of the BaghdÁdÐ boy! 
(762:3) 

And, also:  
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There are many orchards and rose-gardens and roses in the world 
But for your rose-like face there is no nightingale quite like me 
But, from the garden and rose of reunion with you, o idol, 
We have no share save the thorn of your separation day 
(272:2-3) 

But, however perfect the spring garden is as a setting for merry-making, without 
the beloved, there is no possibility of enjoyment:  
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Even though it is the garden and spring and the grass is verdant 
By the life of the beloved, all of this, without you, is not pleasing 
Even though you are far from sight, for my eyes 
No collyrium save the dust beneath your feet will do 
Is there no joy at springtime and around the lawn? 
If there is joy, o God, why am I not happy? 
Come, for without you, the world lies sad on my heart 
Even if you are happy without JahÁn, I am not happy 
(299: 6-9)  

In addition to descriptions of the garden – the primary setting for the courtly majlis 
– in her poems, JahÁn-Malik also alludes to a wide range of activities - wine drink-
ing, feasting, playing board games, listening to music and poetry, and flirting with 
the sÁqÐs - that may have formed part of any given majlis. Many critics favour a 
mystical interpretation of references in ghazal poetry to wine, although frequently 
in her poems (as in the poetry of her contemporaries such as ÍÁfiÛ), JahÁn-Malik 
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appears to be referring to real, intoxicating wine, rather than employing wine as a 
metaphor for the love of God: 

�&[ µ! S��¶¿� � S�+ t��+ �! µ[&	/g!   ��   0¼   ��C[   Í�`
���O 0
 &! � &A� µ
 ®�� �·3 0
 0Ng_[ ½�+ �¹ �O ��

It was not stipulated in Islam that 
I should drink blood while others drink pure wine 
By the banks of a river, in gay merriment, 
My unfaithful beloved sits, and I in a mirage 
(64:4-5) 

Although here JahÁn-Malik does seem to refer to real wine, she skillfully distances 
herself from the drinking of it by saying she is “drinking blood” (suffering heart-
break), while others are drinking wine.  

Given the performance context of Persian ghazal poetry, it is not surprising that 
puns on terms connected to wine drinking and associated paraphernalia are a com-
mon feature of this genre. In the following verse, for example, JahÁn-Malik puns 
delicately on the words “paymÁn” (“covenant”) and “paymÁna” (“wine cup”): 

s��; ,g!&h :� ��  t2�� V�` .�&
 ��! S&	·Ä 0Ã µNgÇ` 0[&	·Ä �» �´
Even though you have broken all your promises to me, like a cup 
My heart remains a goblet for the wine of your desire 
(794:7) 

With drinking, comes feasting. Frequently in JahÁn-Malik’s poems, we find refer-
ences to wine (sharÁb) and roasted meat (kabÁb). Although the primary function of 
such references may be metaphorical, they also reflect the reality of a majlis feast: 

` .�¿� s� t� �;�&C¼ 0�·O s� � t�¹ ��� Ë&	�! ��
 �� :&·+ =·+ µC` �´

If one night, the cavalry of your apparition were my guest 
At every moment I would provide wine from my eyes and kabÁb from my chest 
(63:4) 

And, similarly:  

&���` ,�&·+ te
 ³��
 t�¹  ,O� .�¿� S&	�!�� :&·+ m` 0Ã
[�&�&C¼ ��+ �¶h s�  0�&·Ä �� L�Ç·! ����! .�¿� �� s� :� S�+

Your apparition, every night, is my eye’s guest 
And for your vision’s banquet I provide much wine 
The blood of my heart, from my two forsaken eyes, I pour 
Into the cup, and from my own liver I make kabÁbs 
(47:2-3) 
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And:  

�&C¼ .�` ,%_3 Lq ��¹ �
 :� ³� � ���` S�» �� ��; Lq �� 0N_´ .�¿� ³� 
... 

���`  ��  t&h  0
  ,A�  .�¿�  S�+  s� �`   �&C¼  &!  �¶h  ,+�  ��¹  �
 
 

O you who has turned my eyes to wine through the woe of separation from you 
And, O heart! KabÁbed on the fire of the pain of your love 
… 
One the fire of your cheeks, our liver has been kabÁbed 
And from the blood of our eyes, wine has poured into the cup of my heart 
(55: 1and 3) 

Board games such as chess (shaÔranj) and, in particular, backgammon (nard), were 
played by guests at majÁlis. Again, the verses that contain images related to board 
games are, on the whole, intended to be understood metaphorically, but, on a sec-
ondary level, they tell us something about the popularity of these games at the time 
JahÁn-Malik was writing. In this verse, JahÁn-Malik describes the lover as one who 
has lost her heart in the game of joy (nard-i Ôarab):  

0N+&
 �� ��1 ��[ &� �� &
 �[&� ,%_3 ��_` �� &! S&h
 

Our soul remained on the square of your love 
Until it lost the game of joy 
(1225:8)  

References (again, primarily metaphorical) to the two great royal sports of hunting 
(shikar) and polo (chawgÁn) abound in ghazal poetry of this period, and JahÁn-
Malik’s poetry is no exception. We know from prose sources that a wine party 
might either precede or follow a polo match or a hunting expedition. A standard 
image employed is the lover (or the lover’s heart) as a polo ball (gÙy), struck by the 
beloved’s polo stick (variously, his arched eyebrow or curved forelock).37  

Alongside eating, drinking, board games and sports, music performance (nor-
mally as an accompaniment to singing or the recitation of poetry) was an important 
component of entertainment at a majlis. JahÁn-Malik frequently makes mention of 
musical instruments, thereby giving us an idea of what constituted a standard con-
temporary majlis ensemble: 

,g·[ ��Ng! µÇ¿ S&Ng
��O �� =´ LO�! ��� � ³&[ � ��3 � ,g¶�» =f/q �Ä S&NO�
 
 

The garden is filled with the melodies of the harp, lute, flute and rebeck 
During the season of the rose in the garden, no one is chaste 
(289: 9) 

                                                                                                 

37  See for example 344, 575 and 724.  
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In the opening lines of the following poem, JahÁn-Malik presents herself as a mu-
sical instrument in the hands of a harsh beloved, the strings of which are struck 
mercilessly, causing her to cry out in pain. This image of the musician striking the 
harp’s strings, although used to represent the poet-lover suffering at the hands of 
the beloved, also serves to mirror the performance of the minstrel (muÔrib) at the 
majlis:  

��3 �» ��¹ �
 �[&_�
 ��! ��+ V��A �� ��
� LNO� s� :� ³�&·3 � µ+�` s� ®��
��3 �¸Ã �&É�´ S���; 0
 t� �; �;�·! ,O�	¼ ½s��[ �Ç·� �[e·! L¶�» �¸Ã

��O 0» t��s 0�&[ �¿s m� 0
 S&h t�·O� S�» µg+ �; ³&�h ,O� s� �&�·! ,�p µ[
The beloved, through playfulness and villainy, has stolen from me my heart 
In his absence, he placed me on the fire, like aloes 
He strikes me like a harp, although his strokes are less 
He pounds me at every moment with separation, like a lute 
I cry out like a reed flute from the harsh hand of every mean man 
Since I am now near to death, what use is there in this wretched wailing? 
(683:1-3)  

And similarly: 

L¿�s &;���O� �� ¢_3 .�� �� ��s 0�&[s µ[ S�» � L`��+ �� º�» S�»
I am warbling like a harp, and like a flute, I am hoarse from crying out 
In the path of your love we have experienced many mysteries 
(1084:6)  

Instrumental music was also employed in a majlis to accompany performances by 
dancing boys or girls. In the following verse, JahÁn-Malik seems to allude to a 
dancing boy. Her use of the term samÁ‘ may (although not necessarily) indicate 
that she is referring to a ÑÙfÐ majlis:  

 ³&�·; �� ½�´ ���_
 S�»�gÄ ³���f
 �
 Ë&_A� �
 �� S&h ½�� �¿¹ i&� �� �´��
If his slender form begins to sway with the music, I will offer up my life to him 
When the ear of my heart hears the cries of the Baghdadi boy 
(762:8) 

As mentioned above, music was also played as an accompaniment to poetry, espe-
cially when performed as songs by minstrels. It is not clear in what context JahÁn-
Malik’s ghazals would have been performed, but from the following lines, it seems 
that she also intended her poetry to be sung by professional muÔribs at wine parties, 
and not just to be performed within the confines of the royal harem, whether by her 
or a by a female musician. She instructs the minstrel how best to perform her 
verses: 
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³�´ s&O &
 S&%`&3 �e[ 0
 µ��¶·! 0¸[¹� �&
� � º�» � µ[ � ��3 �¼ s&O �� &
�*! 
³�´ s��¹ ½�+ S&NO� &
 �� S&Ng
��O �� �! ��` s� �¿jÁ�� µN·
 �� ¾¿ µ[��À �´ 

 
O minstrel! Play the lute, the flute, the harp and the rebeck 
And whatever you say to the lovers, accompany it with music 
If you sing a pleasing verse or two from my poems in the garden, 
Sing them with pleasing melodies 
(1383:8-9) 

As discussed above, there are clues as to the composition of JahÁn-Malik’s poetry 
in the introduction she penned to her dÐvÁn, and, occasionally, in her ghazals, there 
are passing references to the composition of her poetry. Taken on a literal level, the 
opening lines of the following poem suggest that JahÁn-Malik composed some of 
her poetry in its most likely performance setting: the garden: 

�&NA� �&¿ :&·+ L!&_! 0
 =´ ³�
 s �&NA� ��j´ �	» �� µ!�@Cp 0
 ��! 
�&NA� �&¶[ S¹ ³�O t�Z[ ��; s� �» z�; 0
 t�1&+ 0
 µN·
 0O �� ¾¿ ,`j´ 

 
I passed through the garden one dawn 
The scent of the rose in my nostrils set me contemplating the beloved 
Two to three verses passed through my mind on love 
When out of desire my eye fell on that beauty 
(410:1-2)  

Conclusion 

This is not an exhaustive study of references to the performance context in the 
ghazals of JahÁn-Malik KhÁtÙn, nor is it an exhaustive study of such references in 
Persian ghazal poetry on the whole, which are relatively commonplace. What this 
brief study does show is that there are sufficient clues contained within such refer-
ences which can help the modern-day reader to construct an image of the contem-
porary performance context. Given the abstract nature of the genre, it is difficult to 
argue that these references describe actual, one-time, historical majÁlis. What they 
do convey to us, however, is the contemporary perception of what made a good 
majlis, or put quite simply: what the most favored settings and contexts for the per-
formance of ghazals in the 14th century were.  

It is clear that more work needs to be done to examine the function of these ref-
erences in Persian ghazal poetry. One preliminary hypothesis is that such refer-
ences work as aide memoirs, reminding the audience of either the joys of spring (if 
the poem was originally composed for performance in the autumn or winter, for 
example) or else helping the listeners to recall better times; times of stability and 
ease, thereby raising their morale. Some of the examples cited above could also be 
seen as asides or instructions to the various participants at the majlis (especially the 
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minstrels and the sÁqÐs), telling them how to sing the poet’s verses, or when to 
serve the wine.  
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