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Abstract

This study investigates the semiotic relationship between Persian musical dastgahs and the emotional codes embedded in
the ghazals of Hafez. The central question of the research concerns how the relationship between the signifying system of
Hafez’s poetry and the emotional and semantic capacities of Persian classical music can be explained. Employing a
descriptive-analytical approach, the study draws upon theories of literary and musical semiotics to examine emotional codes
in Hafez’s ghazals and to compare them with the affective characteristics of Persian musical modes. The theoretical
framework is based on the semiotic perspectives of Saussure, Peirce, Barthes, and Eco, as well as major contributions to
musical semiotics and Persian musicology. The findings reveal that Hafez’s ghazals contain a complex network of emotional
codes, including love, longing, sorrow, hope, ecstasy, irony, wonder, mysticism, and inward contemplation, which are
articulated through symbolic imagery, metaphors, and poetic structures. The analysis further demonstrates that Persian
musical dastgahs possess distinctive emotional and semantic identities that correspond to particular emotional patterns found
in Hafez’s poetry. Shur exhibits the strongest affinity with themes of love, yearning, and separation; Homayun corresponds
to mystical reflection and elevated melancholy; Mahur is associated with joy, vitality, and hope; Segah reflects ambiguity
and inner conflict; Chahargah conveys emotional intensity, rebellion, and passionate energy; Nava aligns with solitude and
contemplation; and Rast-Panjgah represents semantic comprehensiveness and emotional multiplicity. The study concludes
that the relationship between Hafez’s poetry and Persian classical music extends beyond historical association or
performance practice and may be understood as a semiotic convergence between two artistic systems. Through shared
emotional codes, poetry and music interact to generate layered meanings and aesthetic experiences, revealing a deep
structural affinity between the Hafezian ghazal and the modal tradition of Iranian classical music.

Keywords: Hafez; Persian Ghazal; Semiotics, Musical Semiotics, Persian Musical Dastgahs, Emotional Codes; Iranian
Classical Music; Emotion and Meaning
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

This study investigates the semiotic

relationship  between  Persian  musical
dastgahs and emotional codes in the ghazals
of Hafez, arguing that the encounter between
classical Persian poetry and Iranian art music
should not be understood merely as an

ornamental or performative association, but as
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a structured interaction between two
historically embedded systems of signification.
Hafez’s ghazal occupies a privileged position
in Persian literary culture because it
condenses love, mysticism, irony, social
critique, existential uncertainty, and aesthetic

pleasure into highly compressed symbolic
forms. The ghazal, particularly in its Hafezian
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form, is not a transparent lyrical statement but
a multilayered semiotic field in which recurrent
signs such as wine, the beloved, the tavern,
dawn, night, the breeze, the heart, the
cupbearer, and the Magian elder activate
multiple codes simultaneously. Classical
accounts of Persian lyric development show
that the ghazal gradually moved from direct
amorous expression toward a complex mode
of symbolic, mystical, and philosophical
discourse (1). In Hafez's poetry, this
development reaches a highly refined stage,
as each poetic sign functions within
overlapping emotional and cultural codes
rather than within a single referential field (2).
At the same time, Hafez has long been central
to Persian vocal practice, especially avaz,
where the poem is not simply recited but
interpreted through melodic movement, modal
selection, vocal ornamentation, silence,
emphasis, and affective timing. Persian
classical music itself is grounded in a modal
system in which dastgah is not merely a scale
or technical framework, but a culturally
meaningful configuration of melodic patterns,
tonal centers, cadential gestures, and affective
associations (3). The historical proximity
between Persian poetry and music suggests
that the performance of Hafez in a particular
dastgah constitutes a semiotic act: the musical
mode highlights, transforms, or reorients the
emotional codes already embedded in the
poem.

The theoretical framework of the study draws

on literary semiotics, musical semiotics,

ethnomusicology, and theories of musical
emotion. Saussure’s model of the sign as a
relation between signifier and signified
provides a basic linguistic foundation for
understanding how poetic language organizes
meaning through difference and convention
(5). However, because Hafez’'s poetry
operates through ambiguity, symbolic density,
and interpretive openness, Peirce’s triadic
model of sign, object, and interpretant offers a
more dynamic framework for examining how
meaning emerges through an ongoing
interpretive process (6). Barthes'’s view of the
text as a plurality of codes is also essential,
since the Hafezian ghazal resists closure and
invites the reader to move among erotic,
mystical, ironic, ethical, and musical
possibilities (19). Eco’s theory of semiotics
further clarifies that meaning is produced
within cultural codes, and that a single sign
may become meaningful only through the
interpretive conventions activated by a
community of readers or listeners (7). In
musical semiotics, Nattiez’'s distinction
between poietic, neutral, and esthesic levels
enables the analysis of music as a process
involving production, structural organization,
and reception (14). Tarasti’'s theory of musical
semiotics supports the interpretation of
musical motion, tension, return, and
transformation as meaningful processes rather
than merely formal events (15). Monelle’s work
on linguistics and semiotics in music
demonstrates that music, although not

referential in the same way as language, can
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generate meaning through style, convention,
genre, and culturally learned codes (16).
These perspectives allow the study to treat the
Persian dastgah as an affective-semiotic
system capable of interacting with the poetic
codes of Hafez.

The study also relies on scholarship in Persian
musicology to conceptualize dastgah as a
historically transmitted and culturally charged
system. Farhat's account of the dastgah
concept emphasizes the modal organization,
characteristic  melodic  pathways, and
functional importance of cadential patterns in
Persian music (3). Nettl's work on the radif
shows that Persian classical music is not
simply a repertoire of melodies but a cultural
memory  system  transmitted  through
pedagogy, performance, and embodied
listening (8). Zonis similarly explains that
Persian classical music derives much of its
expressive force from subtle melodic
inflections, ornamentation, improvisation, and
the performer’s ability to shape affect within
modal constraints (4). During’s study of
Persian musical art highlights the importance
of hal, inwardness, and spiritual-affective
experience in understanding Iranian musical
practice (9). More recent historical and
ethnomusicological accounts demonstrate
that Persian musical traditions have developed
over centuries through constant interaction
with poetry, oral transmission, courtly and
urban cultures, and changing discourses of
authenticity and creativity (10). Nooshin’s

analysis of creativity in Iranian classical music

further shows that performance is not a
mechanical reproduction of tradition but a
situated interpretive act through which
musicians negotiate inheritance, innovation,
and meaning (11). Miller's study of Persian
avaz is particularly relevant because it
presents vocal music as an art of poetic
interpretation in which the singer’s selection of
mode, melodic contour, ornament, breath, and
emphasis reshapes the semantic and
emotional reception of the poem (20). Thus,
when Hafez is sung in a particular dastgah, the
poem enters a performative field in which
musical signs become co-interpreters of verbal
signs.

The main analytical claim of the article is that
the ghazals of Hafez contain identifiable
emotional codes that can be productively
compared with the affective capacities of
Persian musical modes. These emotional
codes include love, longing, separation,
sorrow, joy, mystical aspiration, intoxication,
irony, existential wonder, hope, solitude, and
rebellious rapture. In Hafez's poetry, love
rarely appears as a simple romantic sentiment;
rather, it is intertwined with absence, pain,
spiritual desire, aesthetic beauty, and
resistance to rational or moral rigidity. The
code of separation is similarly complex, as
signs such as night, tears, dawn, breeze, and
the wounded heart construct a field of
suspended expectation. Meyer’s theory of
emotion and meaning in music is helpful here,
because it explains how affect may arise from

expectation, delay, tension, and resolution
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(12). A comparable structure operates in
Hafez’'s ghazals, where emotional intensity is
often generated by the postponement of union,
the instability of hope, and the unresolved
relation between lover and beloved. The code
of intoxication, organized around wine, the
cupbearer, the tavern, music, and the rejection
of hypocritical piety, introduces another
emotional register: liberation, ecstasy, irony,
and anti-institutional critique. Hafez's rindi is
therefore not merely a moral posture but an
affective-semiotic mode that combines
laughter, defiance, wisdom, and spiritual
freedom. The mystical code, organized
through signs such as mystery, veil, dawn,
prayer, grace, and the Magian elder, produces
a different emotional spectrum, one shaped by
wonder, humility, insight, and the limits of
rational knowledge. These codes are not
isolated categories; they overlap and
transform one another, which is precisely why
Hafez's ghazals are well suited to musical
interpretation.

The comparative analysis associates
particular dastgahs with specific regions of
Hafez’s emotional universe while avoiding any
rigid one-to-one equivalence between mode
and emotion. Shur, with its central position in
Persian musical culture and its association
with intimacy, inwardness, longing, and gentle
sorrow, corresponds strongly with Hafezian
codes of love, separation, and supplicatory
desire (8). Its derivative avazes, such as
Dashti, Afshari, Abu Ata, and Bayat-e Tork,

can emphasize different shades of grief,

tenderness, complaint, or reflective longing.
Homayun, often heard as dignified, elevated,
meditative, and sorrowful, is especially suited
to ghazals centered on mystical reflection,
noble grief, fate, hidden meaning, and spiritual
inwardness. Mahur, with its relatively open and
luminous affective space, can foreground
Hafez's codes of hope, dawn, spring, joy,
generosity, and the life-affirming aspects of
wine and song. Segah, because of its
ambiguous and tension-filled modal character,
corresponds to Hafez’s emotional codes of
hesitation, contradiction, irony, and existential
uncertainty. Chahargah, more forceful,
energetic, and dramatic, can illuminate the
rebellious and ecstatic dimensions of Hafez’s
poetic world, especially where rindi becomes a
challenge to hypocrisy, institutional piety, or
spiritual complacency. Nava, with its
contemplative and solitary quality, is especially
appropriate for ghazals marked by secrecy,
inward dialogue, night, prayer, and
metaphysical solitude. Rast-Panjgah, because
of its breadth and synthetic capacity, may be
understood as a musical analogue for the
semantic comprehensiveness of Hafez's
poetry, particularly in ghazals that combine
love, wisdom, irony, intoxication, and
transcendence in a single symbolic field. In
this sense, each dastgah functions as an
affective lens, not as a fixed translation of the
poem.

The study concludes that the relationship
between Persian musical dastgahs and the
emotional codes of Hafez's ghazals is best
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understood as an interaction between two
interpretive  systems: the verbal-symbolic
system of the ghazal and the modal-affective
system of Iranian classical music. Hafez’s
poetry possesses an internal music of meter,
rhyme, repetition, ambiguity, and symbolic
resonance, while Persian dastgah music
possesses a cultural memory of modal feeling,
melodic gesture, performance practice, and
affective expectation. When these two
systems meet in vocal performance, meaning
is neither contained solely in the written poem
nor produced solely by the musical mode; it
emerges through their interaction. The singer
becomes an interpreter, the dastgah becomes
a semiotic frame, and the listener participates
in completing the affective meaning of the
event. This perspective explains why the same
ghazal may sound intimate in Shur,
contemplative in Homayun, luminous in
Mahur, conflicted in Segah, restless in
Chahargah, solitary in Nava, or
comprehensive in  Rast-Panjgah. The
significance of this approach lies in showing
that Hafez's continuing presence in Persian
musical culture is not accidental. His ghazals
endure in song because they are structurally
open to musical re-signification. They offer
dense emotional codes that music can unfold,
intensify, suspend, and reinterpret. Thus, the
Hafezian ghazal and the Persian dastgah do
not merely accompany one another; they form
a shared aesthetic space in which word and

sound, sign and affect, tradition and

performance, memory and interpretation

converge.
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