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The Literary Center of Quhistan: The Manifestation of Shii Literature in
Western Greater Khorasan

Hamzeh Kaffash”

Abstract

One of the major centers of Shii poetry in the eighth and ninth centuries AH was located
in the ancient lands of Quhistan. Greater Quhistan and its provinces had long served as a
cradle and stronghold of Shii thought. The rise of the Isma‘ilis and their establishment of
Quhistan as a base after the fall of Alamut played a significant role in the spread of Shiism
during this period. Given the remarkable volume of Shii poetry and the large number of Shii
poets in this region, it becomes essential to study Quhistan as a central hub of Shii poetry
in western Greater Khorasan. The methodology of this research is historical-geographical,
meaning that it introduces the cultural and literary climates that transformed Quhistan into
one of the key centers of Shii poetry. The study then examines the influential poets of
these regions. The emergence of diverse literary forms, unprecedented in the history of
Persian literature, is among the distinctive features of this literary circle. The development
of Shii poetry is divided into three phases: the period of emergence, the period of formation
of Shii literary foundations, and the period of consolidation. The aim of this article is to
employ a geographical-literary approach to gain an understanding of the nature, formation,
and expansion of Shii poetry in the ninth century, while also introducing Quhistan as a
significant Shii literary center.
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Introduction

One of the major centers of Shii poetry in the eighth and ninth centuries AH was located
in ancient Quhistan. Greater Quhistan and its provinces had long been a stronghold of
Shii thought. The rise of the Isma‘ilis and their establishment of Quhistan as a base after
Alamut played a significant role in the spread of Shiism during this period. The remarkable
volume of Shii poetry and the considerable number of Shii poets in this region transformed
Quhistan into the focal point of Shii poetry in western Greater Khorasan. The eulogies of
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the Prophet (peace be upon him) and the Imams (peace be upon them), which began in the
eighth century, reached their peak in the ninth century. The emergence of diverse literary
forms, unprecedented in Persian literary history, marks a distinctive feature of this literary
center. A geographical study of Shii poetry can help illuminate its nature, formation, and
expansion throughout different stages of literary history.

Method

Throughout the thousand-year history of Persian literature, Shii poetry and the praise of
the Imams of Shiism were present to some extent among poets and writers. However, until
the eighth and ninth centuries, these voices remained subdued and scarcely audible. Before
the eighth century, only a few poetic works of Shii orientation survive, the most notable
being the ‘Ali-nama. With the rise of the Timurids and their relative religious leniency,
poets gradually began to express their beliefs through various poetic forms. Moreover, the
geographical distribution of Shii poets during this period is a subject worth examining.
By consulting historical sources and literary anthologies that have survived, one can gain
valuable insight into both the number and dispersion of these poets.

Results

The Shi’i discourse, which had been initiated in the sixth century by reciters of virtues
and merits found a new manifestation in the poetry of the eighth and ninth centuries. The
qasida, which was no longer the dominant poetic form, gained new life and became a
powerful medium for Shii poetry. The shared language and discourse that emerged among
the poets of this period gave rise to distinctive literary genres previously unseen in Persian
literature. One of the important features of ninth-century literature is the proliferation of
poets, particularly Shii poets. A review of extant collected works (divans) and manuscript
anthologies reveals a vast body of Shii poets and devotional poetry. Alongside Shii poets,
other religious groups such as Sufis, Isma‘ilis, and Hurufis also employed diverse literary
forms to express their views.

Conclusion

In this article, we have divided the evolution of Shii poetry into three phases: the period of
birth or emergence, the period of the formation of Shii literary foundations, and the period
of consolidation. Moreover, in the ninth century, western Greater Khorasan emerged as one
of the most important literary centers of Shii poetry. The presence of numerous prominent
Shii poets in this geographical region played a crucial role in promoting and disseminating
Shii poetry. It must also be noted that many poets of the Quhistan literary circle remain

largely unknown; some of these figures are introduced in this article.
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