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Abstract

Shia poetic compositions contain valuable information about the teachings and virtues
of Prophet’s household as well as the socio-political events of the early centuries of
Islam from a Shia perspective. These literary treasures not only enhance knowledge but
also reflect the poets’ responses to the religious and political ideals of the Shia and to
the oppression of rulers of the time, expressed through the concepts of tawalla (taking as
allies) and tabarra (dissociating from enemies). This study aims to introduce one of the
most important examples of Shia poetic compositions, namely the poem The Highway of
Salvation by Majzub Tabrizi, using a content analysis approach. To this end, the conceptual
framework and the constitutive elements of this poem have been examined. In addition, the
research emphasizes identifying and analyzing deep religious, mystical, and social themes
and investigating their impact on spiritual understanding and knowledge of Shia mysticism.
The results of the study show that the poet focuses on the symbolic path of the spiritual
journey of the “heart” in search of the “key to salvation”. The heart’s journey, depicted
through a narrative language in the form of dialogues with the mountain, sea, sky and night,
symbolically begins with constructing the heart’s house for the “Beloved”. It is presented
as a process of spiritual development, where the seeker of truth moves from the mountain
to the sea, from the sea to the sky, and from the sky to the night, ultimately reaching the
final destination, namely the sacred shrine of Imam Ali, as the embodiment of perfection
and guidance. This journey symbolizes the stages of human progression and transformation
on the path to spiritual perfection.
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1. Introduction

The poem The Highway of Salvation, composed by Majzub Tabrizi, a poet and mystic of the
11th century AH, is considered one of the outstanding works of Shia literature during the
Safavid period. This work consists of 1,071 couplets and is written in the mathnawi-ghazal
form. In terms of theme and structure, it is reminiscent of mystical works such as Hadigat
al-Hagiga by Sanai. In this poem, Majzub, using allegorical and mystical expression,
narrates the spiritual journey of the “heart” in search of the “key to salvation” and reaching
the sacred shrine of Amir al-Mu’minin (peace be upon him). He also depicts the path of
inner spiritual development through symbolic dialogues between the “seeker’s heart”
and elements of nature (mountain, sea, sky, and night). Through this poetic narrative, the
concept of Alavid guardianship (wilayah) is presented as the sole path to human salvation.
The poem The Highway of Salvation contains elements of debate, but not in the form of a
direct, conventional disputation. Rather, the debates are presented indirectly, through the
dialogues of the seeker (traveler) with the manifestations of nature (mountain, sea, sky)
and with his own inner self (heart and soul). These dialogues incorporate question-and-
answer exchanges, reasoning, presentation of different perspectives, and ultimately, the
attainment of a conclusion or insight. The significance of this study lies in the fact that
Shia poetic compositions in Persian literature, in addition to their artistic value, reflect the
religious and political beliefs and ideals of the Shia community. Despite their importance,
many of these works have remained neglected. Therefore, this study aims to examine The
Highway of Salvation not only as a literary text but also as a mystical-theological work.
This underscores the necessity for more extensive research in this area, which could help
establish a stronger connection between the teachings of the Shia faith and Shia literature,
both historically and in contemporary contexts.

2. Methodology

This study is data-driven and was conducted using a content analysis approach with
descriptive-analytical methods. First, the formal and thematic structure of the poem was
identified, and then the main themes of the work were examined and analyzed from
mystical, religious, and semiotic perspectives. The analysis of the couplets, identification
of symbolic elements, extraction of relationships among key concepts (heart, love, trust in
God, wilayah), and explanation of their semantic development within the text constitute
the core components of the research. Finally, the data obtained from this analysis were
employed to elucidate the seeker’s inner journey and the manner in which Shia teachings
are reflected in the poetry of Majzub Tabrizi.

3. Analysis and Discussion

The poem The Highway of Salvation has a narrative structure and depicts the spiritual journey
of the “heart” in search of truth. In this poem, a total of four ghazals are presented from the
perspective of four narrative elements (heart, mountain, sea, and sky). The choice of this poetic
form may have served as a field for artistic experimentation, allowing poets of that era, who
were often mystics themselves, to showcase their creative talents. Throughout this journey, the



A Content Analysis of The Highway of .../ 213

heart engages in dialogue with the elements of nature, each representing a stage in the mystical
path: the mountain symbolizes perseverance and pride at the beginning of the journey, which
the heart must overcome; the sea represents the turbulence of love and immersion in the ocean
of truth; the sky symbolizes the elevation of the soul and mystical awareness; and the night
embodies solitude, repentance, prayer and the understanding of hidden mysteries. The seeker’s
heart progresses from ignorance and selfishness toward the light of knowledge and divine
union, ultimately reaching the threshold of Imam Ali, where the reality of wilayah and salvation
is revealed. Using allegorical and dialogic language, the poet beautifully manifests the mystical
concept of wilayah within the structure of Persian poetry.

This spiritual journey can be traced through ten elements, which represent stages of spiritual
development: constructing the mirror-house of the heart, the arrival of the Beloved, loving
in search of the unseen, dialogue with the mountain, encounter with the sea, speaking
with the sky, meeting the sky, the sky’s response to the seeker, the seeker’s fatigue along
the path and witnessing the threshold of the Beloved. In this journey, love, suffering, trust
in God, guidance, humility, prayer, and the wilayah of Ali play key roles. The seeker, by
adorning the heart with virtuous qualities (love, patience, loyalty, hope, spiritual ecstasy,
knowledge, righteousness) and eliminating vices (grief, pain, self-centeredness), prepares
the heart-house for the manifestation of divine light and the reception of Imam Ali’s grace.
Visiting Imam Ali is the ultimate outcome of constructing the “heart-house”. When the
seeker properly prepares the heart, they attain the worthiness to visit Imam Ali and receive
the blessings of his presence and intercession.

4. Conclusion

The content analysis of The Highway of Salvation indicates that this work is not merely a
panegyric in praise of Imam Ali, but a mystical and theological text that depicts the path
to human salvation through divine knowledge and love. In Majzub Tabrizi’s thought, the
wilayah of Ali is the “Highway of Salvation” and only through love, faith and knowledge of
him can one attain spiritual perfection. From a literary perspective, the work represents an
outstanding example of combining the mathnawi—ghazal form with mystical content. From
an intellectual perspective, it reflects Shia mysticism in the 11th century AH. Therefore, The
Highway of Salvation can be considered a connecting link between classical mystical poetry
and the ideas of wilayah, in which Majzub Tabrizi, through poetic language, articulates the
philosophy of love and knowledge in the light of Alavid guardianship.

An analysis of the symbolic elements in the text shows that the poet assigns specific
symbolic functions to the heart, love, grief, and other concepts. For instance, the heart is
depicted as a house that must be prepared for the presence of the Beloved. Love serves
as the primary motivating force for the seeker on this path, while the pain and suffering
caused by separation from the Beloved are necessary for spiritual purification and the
refinement of the soul. Moreover, the mystical approach adopted by the poet provides a
framework for revealing the hidden secrets of a seeker’s journey, including the importance
of trust in God, the value of truthfulness and modesty, the essence of knowledge, the role
of love as a means of recognizing the Divine, the limitations of purely rational intellect, the
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significance of ecstatic states in mysticism, and the proper place of grief, hope, humility, and
avoidance of pride. These are presented as essential conditions for attaining closeness to
God, visiting Imam Ali, and understanding the Prophet’s Household. The seeker progresses
from the darkness of the heart and, by adorning it with virtuous qualities (love, patience,
loyalty, hope, spiritual ecstasy, knowledge, righteousness) and removing vices (grief, pain,
selfishness), transforms the heart into a dwelling for divine light and becomes worthy of the
presence, blessings, and intercession of Imam Ali.
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