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Praise for
Hafiz

 


“In his
poetry Hafiz has inscribed undeniable truth indelibly … Hafiz has
no peer!”

- Goethe

 


“Hafiz’
ghazals are infused with same-sex mysticism that startles many
Western minds because of the expression of male-male love as not
only approaching but actually reaching a state of divinity. Hafiz
believes one can see an image of the creator in the face of one’s
beloved. His religious fervor is matched by his intense carnal
desires, and he sees no contradiction in the
two.”

- Keith Hale, Ode to Boy

 


“The
best musician of Words.”

-Edward
Fitzgerald

 


“Hafiz is the prince of
Persian poets.”

- Ralph Waldo Emerson, Persian
Poetry

 


“We must look upon Hafiz
as one of the few poets in the world who utters an unbroken strain
of joy and contentment.”

- Edward William
West, Marvels of Zoroastrianism

 


“[Hafiz is] by far the
greatest singer of the soul of man. In him we can find all the
strivings, all the sorrow, all the victories and joys, all the
hopes and disappointments of each and every one of us.”

- Sir Sultan Mahomad Shah Aga Khan
III, Imam

 


“In Iran they
say there are two books in every household - the Quran and Hafez.
One is read, the other is not…. Small
wonder the people of Iran comfort themselves with the poetry of
Hafez. Even the mullahs cannot ban their own national
poet.”

- Diana Dark,
BBC News

 


“The beauty of these verses
baffles praise.”

- Hafiz


 


 


 


 


Veiled in my heart my
fervent love for him dwells…


Introduction

It has often been written
by Western scholars studying Persian literature that the Persians
(Iranians) quote Hafiz more frequently than Westerners quote
Shakespeare. Many scholars in both the East and the West consider
him the greatest lyric poet of all time.

Because
14th Century Persians had
little inclination to record or study the lives of their writers,
little is known about the life of Hafiz, but that hasn’t stopped
modern biographers from speculating. What we do know beyond doubt
is that he was popular in his own day.

Hafiz was born Shams
al-Din Muhammad Hafiz in the southwest Persian town of Shiraz, the
capital of Fars province. Fars has remained through the centuries
the cultural capital of Iran. Various sources list his birth
sometime between 1310 and 1337. The chronogram engraved on his tomb
has him dying in 1388, but most biographers give the year as 1389
or 1390. Other pieces of information that have appeared over the
years, none of which appears to the editor indisputable, include
accounts that his father died when he was a young, that he married
and fathered a son, that he was at one time banished from Shiraz
because his poems were viewed by religious leaders as having a
negative influence on society, that in better times he may have
lived in the court of the ruler Shah-i
Shuja, and that he was a Sufi.

It seems clear enough to
most scholars that he was, in fact, a Sufi, but today there is not
universal agreement on this point, perhaps because while Hafiz
enjoys almost universal popularity throughout Iran and parts of
Pakistan, Iraq, Afghanistan, and Turkey, the Sufis do not. Today,
Sufi places of worship are under attack from ISIL, the Taliban, and
other extremist Muslim groups throughout the Middle East and Near
East. This is because Sufis are frowned
upon by both mainstream branches of Islam due to the Sufi’s
practice of mysticism in pursuit of the divine and their embrace of
diversity within and beyond Islam.

There is no definitive
version of Hafiz’ Divan
(“collected poems”). Various “complete” editions
range from 573 to 994 poems. Nevertheless, despite the problems
with verifying his biography and his works (as you will see, he
himself says in his poems that there are many others writing poems
using his name—a practice, unbelievably, that continues today),
Hafiz’ contribution to literature has been immeasurable. Goethe,
Nietzsche, Emerson, Edward Carpenter, and Gide all fell under his
spell. Indeed, Hafiz’ poems were the inspiration for Goethe’s last
great cycle of poetry, his West–östlicher
Divan.

Hafiz has been called “the
master of the erotic ghazal,” and much of the sexuality in his work
is homoerotic. The ghazal is a poetic form, Arabic in origin but
adopted by the Persians, of rhyming couplets and a refrain, each
line sharing the same meter. Ghazals take as their subject matter
the pain and beauty of romantic love and loss, frequently with
emphasis on the beauty of the beloved. Hafiz’ ghazals are infused
with same-sex mysticism that startles many Western minds because of
the expression of male-male love as not only approaching but
actually reaching a state of divinity. Hafiz believes one can see
an image of the creator in the face of one’s beloved. His religious
fervor is matched by his intense carnal desires, and he sees no
contradiction in the two. Sure, Hafiz seeks unity with the creator,
the divine, but more often than not, he appears to seek it through
unity with his divine beloved.

This volume is an English
translation of Hafiz’ work by Herman Bicknell, who was born in
Surrey, England, and educated in Paris, Hanover, and London.
Bicknell received a degree in medicine and had a strong interest in
botany and other sciences, but he also was a worldwide traveler who
developed a strong interest in languages. He traveled broadly,
making trips to the Arctic, the Andes, and North America, but it
was the Middle East and Asia that kept drawing him back. He lived
in Hong Kong, Lahore, and Cairo before making his way through
Aleppo to Fars province in Iran, where he stayed for several months
in Hafiz’ hometown of Shiraz. By that time his translation of
Hafiz’ ghazals had become his life’s work. He had been working on
his project for fifteen years but was determined to get everything
exactly right before publication. He chose to live in Shiraz to
familiarize himself with the locale and better understand its
people and customs.
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