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Networks of Ambiguity and Multilayered Meaning in the Poetry of Khwaju Kermani

Masood Rastegari'*, Ahmad Ghanipour Malekshah?, Morteza Mohseni?, Masoud Ruhani?

1. PhD student, Department of Persian Language and Literature, University of Mazandaran, Mazandaran, Iran
2. Full Professor, Department of Persian Language and Literature, University of Mazandaran, Mazandaran, Iran
*Corresponding Author’s Email: masood.r62@gmail.com

Abstract

Ambiguity is one of the most intricate and masterfully crafted rhetorical devices, endowing poetry with depth, multilayeredness, and an
inexhaustible capacity for interpretation. This article focuses on one couplet by Khwaju Kermani, delving into its concealed semantic
layers and the network of embedded ambiguities. Through an analytical and comparative approach, it is demonstrated how each lexical
element in this couplet carries multiple layers of ambiguity, which—interwoven with literary tradition, material culture, and even the
psychology of love—evoke diverse and at times contradictory meanings in the reader’s mind. Drawing upon textual and intertextual
evidence, the study identifies and analyzes various forms of Tham, including Tham mursal (extended ambiguity), Tham tanasob (associative
ambiguity), tham tabadur (immediate ambiguity), allusive ambiguity, and even musical ambiguity. It further illustrates how Khwaju, by
exploiting these capacities, not only creates a vivid and theatrical portrayal of love and the beloved’s power but also transforms poetry
into an arena for active engagement with the reader and for the endless recreation of meaning. Alongside presenting historical and
comparative examples, this research examines the narrative, aesthetic, cognitive, and even ontological functions of ambiguity in Persian
poetry, revealing that one of the principal reasons for the endurance and impact of Khwaju’s verse lies in these subtle and multilayered
semantic plays. The article invites readers on a journey into the depths of language and imagination, encouraging them to rediscover the
pleasure and wonder embedded in Persian poetry.
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The study of ambiguity (Tham) as a rhetorical
device occupies a distinguished position in
Persian poetics, functioning as both an artistic
technique and a cognitive trigger that invites
the reader into multilayered interpretive
engagement. Historically, tTham has been
defined as a semantic figure allowing the
coexistence of two or more meanings in a
single lexical item or phrase, compelling the
reader’s attention toward the “closer” or “more
apparent” meaning before revealing the
“‘distant” or “hidden” one. Early Persian
rhetorical theorists, including Rashid al-Din
Vatvat in Hada’iq al-Sihr fi Daqa’iq al-Shi'r,
emphasized this duality, describing Tham as
“casting into conjecture” and associating it with
both takhyil (imaginative evocation) and
tawhim (illusion) (2). Subsequent treatises
such as al-Mujam fi Ma‘ayir Ash‘ar al-‘Ajam,
Daqgéa’iq al-Shi'r, and Haqa’iq al-Hada’iq
repeated these formulations (3). In the modern
era, scholars like Homaei (4) and Shamisa (5)
have further refined the typology of Tham,
distinguishing between forms such as Tham
tanasob (associative ambiguity), Tham tabadur
(phonetic/metonymic ambiguity), Tham
murshaha (ornamental ambiguity) (8), and
others. The research at hand situates itself
within  this lineage but moves beyond
conventional  single-layer analyses by
adopting a network-oriented approach in
which every word operates as a semantic
node linked to multiple cultural, historical, and

emotional associations, thereby producing a

dense web of potential readings that evolve
through the reader’s participation.

The paper focuses on one exemplary couplet
from Khwaju Kermani’'s Divan, using it as a
microcosm of his broader poetic technique.
Khwaju’'s verse, particularly his romantic
ghazals, demonstrates a mastery of
multilayered imagery and lexical economy,
whereby single words simultaneously activate
literal, metaphorical, and culturally embedded
meanings. For instance, in the couplet
analyzed, the term pivast (“attached’/“forever”)
serves both as a temporal marker of enduring
beauty and as a physical descriptor of “joined
eyebrows,” a hallmark of classical Persian
aesthetics (1). This constitutes an Tham
murshaha in which the “present” meaning
(continuity) is ornamented by a “hidden”
meaning (physical connectedness) that
harmonizes with the adjoining term abru
(“eyebrow”), an element celebrated in both
literary convention and physiognomic lore.
Similarly, the word sardari (“‘commandership”)
engages in Tham tanasob with abru through
the homophonous echo of abra (“outer
garment lining”), weaving together semantic
threads of martial leadership and sartorial
elegance. These interlocking associations are
neither random nor purely decorative; they
reflect Khwaju’s deliberate exploitation of
Persian’s polysemous capacity to layer
meanings, producing a poetic surface that is at
once semantically rich and structurally

integrated.
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The article categorizes and exemplifies
multiple forms of Tham evident in this couplet.
Tham tanasob appears where a word’s
manifest meaning coexists with a culturally or
lexically related absent meaning, such as
badeh in Hafez’s line evoking both wine and a
musical mode (7). Tham tabadur operates
when phonetic similarity prompts the recall of
an alternative word, as in rah (“road”) conjuring
rah (“‘wine”) in Khaganr's verse. Tham
murshaha emerges in contexts where an
explicit meaning is subtly reinforced by a
semantically consonant but contextually latent
meaning, as codified by Kashefi Sabzevari (8)
and problematized by Shamisa (5). Beyond
these classical categories, the study
introduces more specialized subtypes: Tham
talmiht (allusive ambiguity), where a latent
reference to a historical or scriptural episode
(e.g., Moses striking the rock) is embedded
without explicit textual linkage (9, 10); and
Tham muisiqa™ (musical ambiguity), in which
phonemic repetition generates sensory or
mimetic associations, such as mimicking the
rustle of autumn leaves in Manuchehri’s
‘khizid o khaz arid...” (11). The present
analysis identifies all these forms in Khwaju’s
couplet, demonstrating his facility in
orchestrating them to construct a multilayered
semantic architecture.

A distinctive feature of the network approach
applied here is its emphasis on
interconnectivity  rather  than  isolated
instances. Each lexeme in the couplet

functions as a semantic node linked to others

by shared cultural frames, historical narratives,
and phonetic echoes. For example, mastan
(“the intoxicated”) operates on one level as a
metaphor for the beloved’s eyes—a familiar
trope in Persian love poetry—but through
phonetic tabadur suggests most (“complaint”),
aligning with the poem’s surface tone of
grievance toward the shahneh (“constable”).
This duality builds a narrative tension between
praise and reproach, what traditional rhetoric
terms madh shabih be dhamm (“praise
resembling blame”). Likewise, the collocation
of sardari with the verb konad invites the recall
of kond (“brave”), reinforcing connotations of
martial valor alongside amorous tyranny.
These intersecting strands yield what the
study terms “semantic polyphony,” wherein
multiple narrative voices—erotic, judicial,
martial—resonate within the same metrical
space. The reader’s role becomes one of
active traversal through this network, selecting
and recombining nodes to generate
individualized interpretations that may shift
with each rereading.

From an aesthetic perspective, such dense
Tham usage achieves more than lexical
cleverness; it imbues the poem with what
might be termed “structural inexhaustibility.”
The phonetic interplay—such as the sibilant
repetition in sardari-ye mastan pivast—not
only enhances euphony but also functions
mimetically, suggesting hush or secrecy that
mirrors the shahneh'’s silence. The historical-
cultural layers further deepen the texture:
sardari can conjure the dignity of Qajar-era
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ceremonial coats, sar-e dar evokes mystical
martyrdoms like that of al-Hallaj, and pivast
resonates with Sufi notions of ittisal (union).
This interplay of sound, sight, and symbol
aligns with the broader Persian aesthetic that
prizes the fusion of sensory and metaphysical
registers (6). By situating these devices within
a network framework, the analysis shows how
each element’s aesthetic value is amplified by
its connections, creating an overall unity that
resists linear paraphrase.

Cognitively, the multiplicity fostered by Tham
stimulates higher-order interpretive
processes. Rather than consuming a fixed
message, the reader navigates an array of
possible worlds activated by each term’s
associative range. This aligns with modern
reader-response theories but is deeply rooted
in classical Persian hermeneutics, where
polyvalence was both an artistic virtue and a
sign of linguistic mastery. The Khwaju couplet
exemplifies how Tham can serve as a cognitive
engine, prompting the reader to oscillate
between literal and figurative modes, to
integrate disparate semantic cues, and to
reconcile apparent contradictions. In doing so,
the text enacts a miniature drama of
perception, in which meaning is not a static
deposit but a dynamic event emerging from
the interaction of text, reader, and cultural
memory. This process also fulfills ontological
functions: it stages the beloved as both
sovereign and executioner, the lover as both
subject and victim, and love itself as both
exalting and annihilating. Such dialectical

positioning echoes the metaphysical tensions
central to Persian Sufi thought, wherein union
(wasl) is inseparable from separation (firaq),
and praise is indistinguishable from lament.

In conclusion, the article demonstrates that
Khwaju Kermani’s deployment of Tham is not
an incidental ornament but a core structuring
principle of his poetics. By threading multiple
types of ambiguity into a single couplet and
linking them through a network of cultural,
phonetic, and semantic associations, he
creates a text that is at once cohesive and
infinitely  reinterpretable.  This  network
approach reveals how the interplay of Tham
types—tanasob, tabadur, murshaha, talmrhr,
masiga'T—produces a semantic density that
sustains the poem’s aesthetic vitality across
readings and eras. Moreover, it underscores
the reader’s indispensable role in actualizing
the poem’s potential meanings, thus
transforming the act of reading into an act of
co-creation. By mapping these interactions,
the study not only illuminates the mechanics of
Khwaju's artistry but also offers a
methodological model applicable to the
analysis of other Persian poets whose work

thrives on semantic multiplicity and cultural

resonance.

References
1. Ghani Pour Malekshah A. Khaghani and
Iham (allusion). Nameh-ye Parsi.

2005;10(1):99-115.

2. Vatvat RM. Divan, anexo: Hadayeq al-Sehr.
Tehran: Baran Library; 1960.

3. Dalvand Y. Zin Atash-e Nahofteh. Tehran:
Elmi; 2017.



1FoF Jlo (98 o lods (Pauw 098 ¢ qw il Oludl § b ) dusmis™ 4 i3

4. Homaei J. Fonoun-e Balaghat va Sanaye'-e
Adabi. Tehran: Nashr-e Homa; 2010.

5. Shamisa S. A New Look at Badi'. Tehran:
Mitra; 2011.

6. Kazzazi MJ. Zibashnasi-ye Sokhan-e Parsi
(Badi'). Tehran: Ketab-e Mad (affiliated with
Nashr-e Markaz); 1994.

7. Vojdani B. Farhang-e Jame'-e Mousighi-ye
Irani. Tehran: Gandeman; 2007.

8. Kashefi Sabzevari KHV. Bada'e' al-Afkar fi
Sanaye' al-Ash'ar. Tehran: Nashr-e Markaz;
1990.

9. Rastegari M. A study of the types of iham
(allusion) in the ghazals of Salman Savaji.
Tehran: Allameh Tabataba'i University; 2018.
10. Behnamfar M, Sanchooli Jadid A. An
analysis of the reflection of lham-e Tanasob
(allusive correspondence) and its semantic
domains in the Masnauvi. Literary Text Research
Quarterly. 2019;22(78):55-80.

11. Ali Mahmoudi O. Musical allusion in
Amir Khosrow Dehlavi's Masnavi-ye Noh
Sepehr. Journal of Literary Criticism and
Rhetoric. 2020;9(1):67-84.



