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Abstract

Abd al-*Al1 “Ali Gilani, a Shi‘i poet of the 10th and 11th centuries AH (16th—
VVth centuries CE), is among the lesser-known figures who, during the
transition between Safavid Iran and Mughal India, employed the Indian style
(sabk-e hindi) to promote religious and mystical themes in Persian poetry. Born
in Gilan, he spent some time at the court of Jahangir in India but later returned
to Iran, where he joined the Safavid court of Shah ‘Abbas. His works
demonstrate a unique synthesis of the literary devices of the Indian style—such
as the prominence of single-line verses, ambiguity, novel similes, and semantic
intricacy—with Shi‘i and devotional themes, a feature that may be
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characterized as a “Shi‘i Indian style.” The diversity of his poetic forms,
ranging from ghazal and qasida to masnavi and ruba ‘i, provides fertile ground
for stylistic and thematic inquiry. This study, adopting a textological and
codicological approach, is based on manuscript no. 344 (registration no. 5471)
preserved in the Library of the Islamic Consultative Assembly (Majlis) in
Tehran. The research method involves internal textual cross-referencing,
linguistic and stylistic examination, and thematic analysis of the poems.
Findings indicate that ‘Alf Gilani, in addition to his mastery of rhetorical and
literary devices, also excelled in articulating the Shi‘i and socio-religious
concerns of his age. By introducing the manuscript and analyzing the structure
and themes of his works, this article reassesses the poet’s place in the context
of Safavid-era Persian poetry and highlights his contribution to the
consolidation of a Shi‘i-oriented branch of the Indian style.
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A Critical Edition of the Divan of ‘Ali Gilani with Emphasis on
Linguistic Structure and Characteristics of the Indian Style in
His Poetry

Abstract

Abd al-‘Al1 ‘Ali Gilani emerges as a significant yet relatively understudied
figure among Persian poets of the Safavid era, particularly within the Indian
style (sabk-e Hendi) tradition. Born in the culturally rich and historically Shi‘i
stronghold of Gilan, located in northern Iran, ‘AlT’s poetic corpus exemplifies
a profound synthesis of deep religious devotion and the intricate stylistic and
linguistic innovations characteristic of the Indian style of Persian poetry. His
lifetime, which likely spans the late 10th to early 12th centuries AH
(approximately 16th to 18th centuries CE), coincides with a period marked by
major socio-political and cultural transformations. These include the
consolidation of Twelver Shi‘ism as the official state religion under the Safavid
dynasty and the simultaneous flourishing of Persian literary culture in the courts
of the Mughal Empire in India.

The only known surviving manuscript of ‘AlT Gilani’s Divan is housed in the
Library of the Iranian Parliament (Majles). This singular manuscript preserves
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arich and diverse collection of his poetic works across various forms, including
the gasida (panegyric ode), ghazal (lyric poem), mathnawi (rhymed couplets),
do-bayti (two-line stanzas), and tarji‘-band (refrain-poem). Thematically, his
poetry encompasses a broad range, moving fluidly between religious praise and
eulogy—rparticularly honoring the Prophet Muhammad and the Twelve Imams
central to Shi‘i theology—mysticism, and expressions of earthly love. This
thematic versatility underscores his ability to integrate devotional content with
the nuanced emotional and aesthetic concerns of the Persian poetic tradition.
‘AlT’s poetic trajectory was deeply influenced by the socio-political realities of
his time. Like many Persian poets who found limited patronage within the
Safavid court—owing to shifting royal priorities and a lack of sustained support
for poets—he migrated to India. The Mughal court offered a more hospitable
environment for Persian literati, where Persian language and culture thrived as
part of the imperial ethos. This geographical relocation was also a cultural and
literary transition. In India, ‘Alf was immersed in the flourishing milieu of the
Indian style, which had evolved following the decline of the earlier Iraqi style
in the 9th century AH (15th century CE).

The Indian style is distinguished by its elaborate metaphors, intricate and often
novel imagery, and a proclivity for linguistic complexity and ambiguity. Poets
working in this style often employed dense symbolic language and layered
imagery, which at times could obscure meaning and challenge reader
comprehension. However, ‘Ali Gilani’s poetry notably diverges from some of
his contemporaries within the Indian style who indulged in increasingly
abstruse and obscure expressions. Instead, he maintained a disciplined semantic
coherence and thematic clarity, favoring a balanced approach that combined
imaginative richness with accessibility and clarity of meaning. He openly
acknowledged his indebtedness to earlier masters such as Baba Fighani and
Mawlana ‘Urfi, whose poetic methods skillfully employed allegory and
metaphor while preserving the intelligibility and unity of the poetic discourse.
A defining characteristic of ‘Ali’s oeuvre is its steadfast anchoring in Shi‘i
doctrinal themes. His devotion to the Twelve Imams is articulated not only
through explicit panegyrics but also through pervasive ethical and mystical
undertones. This religious fidelity sets him apart from other poets in the Indian
style whose works occasionally leaned toward secular or romantic excess.
‘AlT’s seamless integration of his religious convictions with the stylistic and
aesthetic demands of his literary environment rendered him a pioneering voice
within the corpus of Shi‘i poetry in the Safavid and Mughal cultural spheres.
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His work reflects a mode of expression that respects doctrinal orthodoxy while
embracing the artistic innovations of his era.

The manuscript of his Divan underwent a rigorous and meticulous process of
discovery, transcription, and critical editing. Despite extensive searches
through numerous manuscript catalogs in Iran and abroad, only this single copy
was found, highlighting the rarity and precariousness of his literary legacy. The
preparation of a critical edition employed advanced philological techniques
including paleographical analysis, textual collation, and cross-referencing of
verses to correct textual corruptions and clarify ambiguous readings. Through
this scholarly endeavor, the subtle and sophisticated linguistic devices utilized
by ‘Ali—such as enjambment, rhetorical figures, parallelism, and intricate
metaphorical constructions—were brought to light, showcasing the aesthetic
and emotive power of his poetry.

From a literary historical perspective, ‘All Gilani’s body of work occupies a
unique niche. His poetry exemplifies the transition from the classical Safavid
poetic tradition toward the more experimental, image-rich tendencies of the
Indian style. Yet, unlike some poets of the Indian style whose works could
become hermetic, ‘AlT’s style remained conservatively anchored in theological
clarity and thematic unity. This positioning makes him a crucial bridge figure
between the great masters of the earlier Safavid era and the emerging Mughal-
influenced poetics of the Indian subcontinent. Furthermore, his eventual return
to Iran during the reign of Shah Abbas I1, and his dedication of the Divan to the
Safavid monarch, encapsulate both his personal nostalgia for his homeland and
the complex interplay among politics, religion, and literary culture during this
epoch.

In the broader context of Persian literature, ‘Ali Gilani’s poetry challenges
dominant narratives that tend to marginalize lesser-known regional poets or
those operating outside the major literary centers of Isfahan and Delhi. His
corpus affirms the vitality and importance of provincial poetic traditions and
underscores the critical role of diaspora Persian communities in the evolution
of Persian literary styles. Moreover, his distinct synthesis of Shi‘i spirituality
with the Indian stylistic paradigm provides valuable insight into the religious
and cultural pluralism that shaped Persianate societies across Iran and South
Asia.

This research contributes significantly to the field of Persian literary studies by
offering the first comprehensive critical edition and linguistic analysis of ‘All
Gilant’s Divan. It emphasizes the poet’s stylistic innovations within the Indian
style as well as his thematic focus on Shi‘i religious motifs. By situating ‘Al
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within his historical, cultural, and literary contexts, this study seeks to restore
his rightful place within the Persian literary canon and to stimulate further
scholarly inquiry into the intersections of Persian poetry, Shi‘i theology, and
Indo-Persian cultural exchanges during the early modern period.

In sum, Abd al-‘Ali ‘Al Gilan stands as a vital figure for understanding the
dynamic confluence of religion, politics, and poetic innovation in Safavid and
Mughal Persianate culture. His work not only enriches our comprehension of
the Indian style’s aesthetic range but also highlights the enduring influence of
Shi‘i devotional thought within Persian literature beyond Iran’s borders. Future
scholarship on ‘Alf and poets of his milieu promises to deepen our appreciation
of the complex, transregional networks that shaped Persian literary history.
Keywords: ‘Ali Gilani; manuscript; Divan; Indian style; Persian literature.
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