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Abstract: The great Azerbaijani poet and thinker Nizami Ganjavi’s magnificent 
masnavi poems, which are inherited to the World literature, also include encyclopaedic 
knowledge from various branches of science and deep treasures of wisdom. However, both 
Nizami Ganjavi's Sufi identity and the Sufi content of his poems have been subjected to serious 
debate for last years. Makhzen al-Asrar (The treasury of mysteries), which is the first and 
shortest masnavi poem of his five poems, has been taught as a textbook in madrasas for 
centuries in various regions of Islamic world due to its educational content and was emulated 
by most poets. Shamullah Shamy Efendi, 16th c. translator of Persian Sufi poetry, also a 
renowned Mawlevi dervish, was one of the first to translate this poem into Turkish. His “ erh-i 
Mahzenü’l-Esrar” includes the entire translation of Makhzen al-Asrar, necessary commentaries 
and comparisons with similar couplets written by Hafiz, Attar, Rumi, Jami. Shamy Efendi also 
completed and translated the masnavi poem “Tohfat al- Ahrar” of Jami with comments, which 
was inspired by Makhzan al-Asrar. According to his own admission, Abdurrahman Jami wrote 
his masnavis under the influence of Nizami Ganjavi, who he accepted as his master and 
imitated both in form and structure, going as far as borrowing entire stories. A detailed 
examination of the Persian text of Makhzen al-Asrar with commentary of Shamy Efendi and 
comparison of Jami’s “Tohfat al- Ahrar” show that the poem contains all basic knowledge that 
should be in a Sufi tractate, and a poet himself most probably had been initiated under the 
guidance of a Sufi master (or masters). Makhzen al-Asrar was written for the Sultan Bahram 
Shah to encourage him to administer justice in his country and to make him forego from the 
ambitions and bent toward spiritual life. The purification of human inner self from moral 
defects and the adornment him with virtues and good character is the main aim of Islamic 
Sufism and it has been processed in detail in all masnavies of Nizami Ganjavi. Most probably 
he was a serios Akhy Sheikh, his aim was not to speak about the deep metaphysical concepts 
but to bring Sufism into ordinary people daily life. Shamy Efendi commentaries show that 
there are serious similarities between the poetry of recognized Persian Sufi poets; Jalaladdin 
Rumi, Jami, Attar, Hafez, Saadi and Nizami Ganjavi in style, used metaphors and literary 
expressions. The ideas of Wahdat-i vujud and the Perfect Man ( insan-i kamil), which will be 
elaborated by Ibn Arabi and his followers in next years, were handled before by him almost in 
the same framework. As Seyyed Hossein Nasr said: “Rumi provides the meaning/spirit of 
Sufism, Nizami its form/body and you can't have one without the other”. 
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T s vvüf nöqteyi-n z rind n Nizami G nc vinin 

“M hz n l- srar" m sn visinin qiym tl ndirilm si 

S ad t M MM DOVA 

 

Xülas : Dahi Az rbaycan airi v  müt f kkiri Nizami G nc vinin dünya d biyyat na 
miras qalm  s rl rinin h r biri d biyyat sah sind  bir ah s r olmakla birlikd  müxt lif elm 
sah l rin  ait ensiklopedik bilgil ri v  d rin irfan x zin l rini d  hat  edir. Son ill rd  h m 
Nizami G nc vinin t s vvüfi/irfani xsiyy ti h m d  onun s rl rinin t s vvüfl  laq si 
m s l si d biyyatç lar aras nda ciddi mübahis l r  s b b olmu dur. Onun “X ms ”sin  daxil 
olan be  m sn vinin birincisi v  n q sas  olan “M hz n l- srar” (Sirl r X zin si) srl r 
boyu slam dünyas n n müxt lif regionlar ndak  m dr s l rd  d rslik kimi t dris edilmi  v  
tan nm  airl rin ks riyy ti t r find n ona n zir l r yaz lm d r. Tan nm  Fars poeziyas  
t rcüm çisi v  rhçisi, özü d  bir M vl vi d rvi i olan mullah mi f ndi (ö. 1602) bu 
s ri türk dilin  çevirmi dir. O, " rh-i M hz n l- srar" s rind  m sn vinin tamam n n 

t rcüm sini, istifad  edil n t s vvüf qavramlar n n izah n  v  m hur sufi airl r: Hafiz, Attar, 
Rumi, Caminin ox ar beytl ri il  müqayis sini vermi dir. mi f ndi, bdurr hman Caminin 
“M hz n l- srar”a n zir  olarak yazd  "Tohf t l- hrar" adl  m sn visini d  
tamamlayaraq t rcüm  v  rh etmi dir. bdürr hman Cami, Nizami G nc vini öz mü llimi 
hesab etmi , öz s rl rini onun t siri alt nda yazm , h m v zn, h m d  qurulu  bax m ndan 
onu t qlid etmi dir. “M hz n l- srar” n farsca m tninin, mi f ndinin rhinin v  
Caminin "Tohf t l- hrar" m sn visinin trafl  ara d rmalar  göst rir ki, bu s r d b 
mövzusunda yaz lm  bir t s vvüf risal sidir v  onun içind  bu cür s rl rin m tnin  xas 
kifay t q d r m lumat vard r. Çox güman ki, Nizami G nc vi özü d  yüks k s viyy li bir sufi 
olmu  v  mür id (v  ya mür idl r) r hb rliyi alt nda seyr-ü süluk t rbiy si görmü dür. 
“M hz n l- srar” o dövrün padi ah  B hram aha, onu öz ölk sini dal tle idar  etm ye 
t vik etm k, düny vi arzulardan l ç ktir r k m n viyyat yoluna yön ltm y  h v sl ndirm k 
m qs di il  yaz lm d r. nsan n fsinin t rbiy  edilm si, q lbin m n vi qüsurlardan 
t mizl nm si v  yüks k xlaqi f zil tl rl  t chiz edilm si, y ni xlaq n n göz ll dirilm si 
slam t s vvüfünün sas m qs didir v  bu m s l  Nizami G nc vinin bütün m sn vil rinin 

ana mövzusudur. Nizami G nc vinin s rl rind  çox yerd  xiliyin izl rini görm k 
mümkündür, çox güman ki, o özü d  bir xi eyxi olmu dur v  y qin ki, bu s b bd n eir 
yazmaqda m qs di d rin metafiziki probleml r haqq nda dan maq deyil, t s vvüfü adi 
insanlar n günd lik h yat na yerl tirm k olmu dur. mi f ndi rhind n m lum olur ki, 
Nizami G nc vi il  farsdilli sufi airl r: Cami, Attar, Hafiz, S di v  öz llikl  d  C lal ddin 
Rumi aras nda h m yaz  üslubu, h m d  istifad  edil n m cazlar v  d bi ifad l r bax m ndan 
ciddi ox arl qlar mövcuddur. Ayr ca, ara d rmam z göst rir ki, sonrak  ill rd  bn r bi v  
onun davamedicil ri t r find n inki af etdirilmi  “V hd t-i vücud” v  “ nsan-i kamil” 
qavramlar  Nizami G nc vi t r find n onlardan xeyli vv l, ancaq dem k olar ki, onlarla eyni 
ç rçiv d  l  al nm d r. Bizim bu mövzudak  dü ünc l rimiz ranl  alim, f ls f d  
"Tradisyonalizm/ n n vilik" ax m n n banisl rind n biri say lan Seyyid Hüseyn N sr 
t r find n çox göz l ifad  edilmi dir: "C lal ddin Rumi t s vvüfün m nas n /ruhunu, Nizami 
is  onun klini /b d nini t min etmi dir, v  onlar n biri olmadan o birini t s vvür etm k 
mümkün deyil”.  

Açar sözler: Nizami G nc vi, M hz n l- srar, T s vvüf, t s vvüf eiri 
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According to the famous Islamic historian Ibn Khaldun, the term “Islamic 
culture” does not only refer to the Arab nation but also to a rich civilization 
including various nations that have accepted Islam over the centuries. No doubt 
Azerbaijani poet and thinker Nizami Ganjavi (app. 1140-1209) is of great 
importance when it comes to the list of important thinkers introduced by the 
same culture. His authority in literature transcended geographical and ethnical 
constraints, making it impossible to think of any other person succeeding him – 
let alone having similar impact on poets and thinkers as he did. He is described 
as the “sheikh” of masnavi writers, a master who reached the pinnacle of the 
art of poetry in classical Medieval Islamic literature, and the founder of 
masnavi type of poems. According to a common expert view, each poem of 
Nizami Ganjavi is a literary masterpiece that include encyclopaedic knowledge 
from various branches of science and deep treasures of wisdom. He brought a 
comparable expansion of the language of poetry and is one of the first poets of 
Persian literature tradition who developed the lyric style of court poetry, with 
its rhetorical intricacy and metaphoric density, to narrative forms.1 
Unfortunately, the importance of Nizami Ganjavi in the field of Classical 
Persian literature and the depth of meaning of his poems have not been 
sufficiently reflected in the flow of specialized scientific studies. His main 
poem Khamsa,2 which includes five different poems (about 35,000 couplets 
totally) written in so called masnavi verse form,3 have been translated into 
many languages and was imitated by a host of major Eastern poets, including 
Amir Khosrow Dikhlevi (d. 1325), Mullah Jami (d. 1492), Mir Ali Shir Nevai 
(d.1500), Abdullah Khatifi (1520) Vahshi Bafki (d.1583), Hashimi Kirmani 
(d.1541), Mir Muhammed Masum Naimi Bekri (d. 1610) and etc.  

Due to very limited historical records of events in his lifetime, the Sufi 
identity of Nizami Ganjavi and the Sufi content of his poems have always been 
subjected to serious debates. Large majority of researchers comparing poems 
of Nizami Ganjavi by so Persian Sufi poets as Hakim Senai, Ferududdin Attar 
and Jalaleddin Rumi, came to the conclusion that Nizami Ganjavi’s poems do 
not have clear Sufi content and the poet himself cannot be considered as a Sufi 
even probably he was familiar with Sufi knowledge.4 Another group of 
                                                            
1 Kamran Talattof and Jerome W. Clinton. The Poetry of Nizami Ganjavi: Knowledge, Love and 

Rhetoric. Introduction. Consists of the papers presented at a commemoration symposium for K. Allin 
Luther at Princeton University on February 21-22, 1998, 1 

2 Khamsah means a pentalogy of poems or “Quintet” in Arabic, also known by the Persian epithet “Panj 
Ganj”, which means “Five Treasures”. 

3 Masnavi (means ‘’doubled’’) is a type of poetry written in rhyming couplets with the rhyme scheme: 
aa/bb/cc, in which each couplet is independent. This term was first used in Persian literature, but was 
originated from the Arabic poetry genre, known as ‘’muzdawidj’’. Masnavi poems are usually consist 
of the introductory and body sections. A typical introductory section includes Tawhid, praise of the 
Prophet, praise of the sovereign, reflections on the value of poetry chapters. Masnavi poems have been 
written in Persian, Arabic, Turkish, Kurdish and Urdu cultures. Many Sufi poems were written in 
masnavi style. 

4 Turkish literati: Mehmet Kanar, Ni’met Y ld r m, Nazir Akal n; Iranian Yakup Nevruzi, A.Kahramani, 
Maryam Arab (See: Nezami air-i sûfi meslek?, Edebiyat-i irfani ve ustura-i enahti, 7 /7, 25, Tahran, 
Winter, 2011, 124-142); Western researchers Julie Scott Meisami, J.-Christoph Bürgel (See: Bürgel, J. -
C., & Ruymbeke, C. van (Eds.). A key to the treasure of the Hak m: artistic and humanistic aspects of 
Nizami Ganjavi’s Khamsa. Leiden University Press, 2011, 17-53, https://hdl.handle.net/1887/21369); 
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researchers consider him as a great Sufi sheikh who attained a high levels 
(makam) in tariqa, so as the eldest copies of Khamsa in different libraries 
around the world include the author's name as Sheikh Nizami Ganjavi.1 In 
addition, a famous Persian Sufi poet Abdurrahman Jami (d.1492) in "Nefhat al-
uns" 2 and famous writer of poets biographies Devletshah Samarkandi in his 
"Tezkirat ash-shuara" refer to Nizami Ganjavi as a great Sufi sheikh, but did 
not provide reliable evidence.3 

Although research carried out by Azerbaijani literati in the last 30 years 
has shed some light on this issue,4 it is not enough to say anything definite 
about this subject. In different biography books of Sufis - tezkirat al-Aviliya, 
Akhy5 Faraj Zanjani (also known as Sheikh Shakik Faraj), Akhy Farrukh 
Reykhany and Jamaladdin al Mawsili are mentioned as a Sufi masters 
(murshides) of Nizami Ganjavi. Among these names there is some information 
only about Akhy Faraj Zanjani, who is mentioned in Sufi biography books as a 
first Sufi sheikh with Akhy name, about other two persons we have just a very 
little information. Russian orientalists Y.E. Bertels and A.E. Kr mskiy, who 
prepared the Russian translation of Nizami Ganjavi's poems, also investigated 
his Sufi identity in great detail from all available written historical records and 
concluded that although still doubtful, poet's relationship with both Sufism and 
Akysm is highly probable.6  

The Sufi content (spiritual content) of Nizami Ganjavi’s poems has been 
the subject of endless debates beginning from the last century and hence it has 
raised serious discussions among both Eastern and Western literati about the 
major features of Sufi poem and non- Sufi poem, only a few serious studies 
have been conducted on this topic till now. It is well known that Sufi poets 
wrote their poetry in a way that is very different from those of the non-Sufi 
poets. They have personally experienced falling in love with Allah and to be 

                                                                                                                                                             
Kamran Talattof (The Poetry of Nizami Ganjavi: Knowledge, Love and Rhetoric. New York, 2000, 51-
77), consider Nizami Ganjavi as a non- Sufi poet.  

1 Vusala Musal , “Nizâmî Gencevî Mesnevilerinin Manchester ve Berlin Nüshalar ndaki Minyatürler 
Üzerine”, , International Symposium on the 880th anniversary of Nizami Ganjavi, 7 April 2021, 
Istanbul, Turkey 

2 The Nefhat al-uns is a Sufi tabaqat literature, consists of 567 biographies of 8-15th century Muslim 
saints, mystics and Sufi poets. 

3 A. Jami included Nizami Ganjavi in his Sufi tabaqat literature, “Nefhat al-uns” as a great Sufi sheikh. 
Contemporary Chishti Sufis cite Nizami Ganjavi’s work as Sufi literary. Such Iranian literary 
researchers- commentators of Nizami Ganjavi’s poems as Vahid Destgerdi, Bakhruz Servetiyan, Dr. 
Hosseyn Elahi Ghomshei also Dr. Hassan Belkhari consider him as a serious Sufi poet of Persian Sufi 
school. Western researchers of Persian Literature and Sufism Seyyed Hossein Nasr and W. Chittick also 
consider him as Sufi poet.  

4 Recently Azerbaijani literati N. Mammadli have published several articles about the Sufi identity of 
Nizami Ganjavi, showing strong parallelism between Nizami Ganjavi and other Sufi poets of Persian 
literature like Attar and Mevlana Jalaleddin Rumi. Dr. Sirajeddin Haji wrote extensive annotations to all 
poems of Nizami Ganjavi  

   Look at: Nezaket Mammadli, Poetic and philosophical parallels in Nizami and Attar poems. Proceedings of 
International Symposium “Multicultural values in Nizami Ganjavi's poems", Baku, 2021.  

   Sirajeddin Haj . Hazrati Nizami Gencevinin “Sirler Hazinesi” mesnevisinin erhi, 10 cilt, 2017; The gift 
which Islamic prophet brought from Mi’raj-a sweet date, C.Ü. lahiyat Fakültesi Dergisi, XII/1 - 2008, 
377-388 

5 Akhy Brotherhoods (or Futuwwa) organizations were formed out at the most medieval Islamic big cities 
beginning from the Great Seljuk Empire.  

6 Bertels E.E., zbrann e trud , t. 2, Nizami i Fuzul , Moskva, 1962, 112-114; Krymskiy A.E. Nizami i ego 
sovremenniki, Baku, Elm, 1981, 98 
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only with Him 1 and have reflected in their poems this very special condition 
(hal), the exuberance of the divine pleasure felt in their souls as a result of 
experience. In other words, their poems are somehow transformed into words 
the enjoyment, which is difficult to articulate from an ordinary, humane 
perspective. This is one of the reasons why allegories and metaphors were used 
to a great extent. The poem of Sufi poet just reflects the divine truth (hakika) 
like a limpid water, because his baser self (nafs) and soul (kalb) is purified 
from even the smallest remnants of selfishness and found calm, therefore his 
feelings, desires, thoughts are not things that come out of himself but from 
Allah, from a divine source, so his only purpose is just to transpose this truth. 
The situation is different for non-Sufi poets, even they likewise need to get 
some portion of inspiration to compose poetry, the source of inspiration for 
them comes from the things around them, from the ordinary experiences and 
objects, and they use their knowledge to the best of their abilities creatively to 
arrange words in a layout. 2  

Turkish literati and theologians Mehmet Fuat Koprulu, Ali Nihat Tarlan, 
Mustafa Tatc , Abdurrahman Guzel, Mahmud Erol K l ç, Ekrem Demirli have 
done quite extensive studies on this subject. They come to the joint conclusion 
that in the Ottoman Empire poet was often a Sufi, and Sufi was mostly a poet, 
in other words, poetry and Sufism was intertwined on every plane of life, like 
body and soul. Writing poetry for Sufi poets was not something learned, but 
instead an inspired action, a gift from Allah, who filled hearts of poets with 
words of wisdom and attractive phrases transcripted on paper later on.3 A 
famous Turkish sociologist, turkologist and scholar Fuat Koprulu has divided 
the poems of Sufi poets in Persian literature into two groups: instructive 
(didactic) ones and enthusiastic (lyrical) ones. According his classification 
Mevlana Rumi's Divan is a good example of Sufi poetry when his Masnavi is 
an example of the genre describing Sufi morality. This is why he does not 
consider even Hakim Senai and Feriduddin Attar as Sufi poets. 4 

Likewise, Martin Lings defined a Sufi poem as “a brief, plaintive cry of 
longing for God written after a mystical experience by someone who is 
connected to institutional Sufism and its teachings”. But Karl Ernst, in his 
famous article “What Is Early Arabic Sufi Poetry?” argues that neither 
aesthetic values nor the intention of the poet covers the spectrum of poems and 
poets that could be considered as Sufi. He argues that: 

The problem is that the poetry circulating in Sufi circles in many ways 
could not be distinguished, in textual terms, from other forms of poetry found 
in early Arab culture. In other words, Sufi poetry cannot be defined necessarily 
                                                            
1 According to one verse of Qur’an: “God loves them and they love Him”, Qur’an (5/54) 
2 Mary Oliver in her “A Poetry Handbook” wrote: you have to make a date with your muse if you want 

her to come, and you have to be there for that date; you have to be reliable, and she'll start to trust you 
and start to show up regularly too. But when several Pulitzer Prize winners, poet- laureates and 
professors were polled to get their thoughts on where poems come from, most of them said that 
inspiration for them comes from the things around them. Also, they say that poets need to write 
consistently, whether the muse (or inspiration) is there or not, because poet need to practice, and to have 
a practice. 

3 Mahmud Erol K l ç. Sufi and poetry: Poetics of Ottoman Sufi Poetry, Istanbul, 2004, 93. (French: Le 
Soufi et la poesie , L'Harmattan, Paris 2015; Albanian: Sufiu dhe Poezia, Logos A, Skopje 2012.)  

4 smail Güleç. Tekke edebiyat  m , Türk tasavvuf edebiyat  m ? 207-208. 
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as the composition of particular authors, nor even as a definite style or literary 
genre. It is instead the reception and interpretation of this poetry that connects 
it to Sufism. Sufi poetry may then be defined as poems that are listened to and 
understood through the hermeneutics of Sufism, regardless of their origin or 
authorship.1 

 So, if to be realistic, the definition for Sufi poetry is very contentious and 
a determined exercise of defining criteria that would qualify a poem as Sufi 
poem has still not been fully carried out. In the other side, the Sufi poetry 
expressing divine love and mystical union through the metaphors of profane 
love and union often resembled ordinary, mundane love poetry. Non-Sufi 
poetry made use of Sufi vocabulary, thus resulting in ambiguity that is felt to 
be one of the most attractive and characteristic features of Persian, Turkish and 
Urdu literatures.2 

It is clear that presenting an exhaustive definition or treatment of Sufi 
poetry is a very difficult problem, however, it is possible to outline the main 
characteristics that should be in such poetry. The main source from which 
accurate information about the Sufi identity of a poet is derived, is his poetry. 
According to Mahmud Erol Kilic, an influential Turkish researcher in the field 
of Islamic Sufism, whose book " Sufi and Poetry " was accepted as the book of 
the year in 2004, there is a need to analyse the poetry in a specific manner in 
order to reveal the foundation on which it has been created. First, it should be 
determined how the poet himself evaluates his own poetry, then must be 
revealed typing, that are accepted by him as a positive and negative, then 
should be determined a list of metaphors that poet used in poems and at the end 
the conceptual analysis of these metaphors should be made. If all these 
operations are carried out respectively it is possible to determine, what type of 
poetry is it. 3 In our study, we have tried to examine Nizami Ganjavi's masnavi 
poem Makhzen al-Asrar from this point of view in a small extent. Although 
during past almost one hundred years Nizami Ganjavi’s masnavies were 
subjected to partial readings and interpretations from different aspects on 
certain issues, unfortunately, detailed analysis of them as Sufi tractates has not 
been made until today.  

Makhzen al-Asrar (The treasury of mysteries, about 2,260 verses), which is 
the first and shortest masnavi poem of Nizami Ganjavi’s five poems, known 
collectively as the Khamsa (Quintet) or Panjganj (Five Treasures), was written 
between 1165-1173 years, has been taught as a textbook in madrasas for 
centuries in various regions of Islamic world due its educational content and 
was emulated by most poets who attempted to follow Nizami’s path. One of 
the first Turkish translations of this poem with commentary was made by 
Shamullah Shamy Efendi, famous 16th century translator of Persian Sufi 
poetry. His last tractate called “ erh-i Mahzenü’l-Esrar” includes the entire 
                                                            
1 Carl W. Ernst, “What Is Early Arabic Sufi Poetry? Prolegomenon to a Translation of the Poetry of 

Hallaj (Duke Arabic Halqa, Duke University, 2014), http://www.unc.edu/~cernst/pdf/sufipoetry.pdf. 
    Martin Lings, Sufi Poems: A Mediaeval Anthology (Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 2005), viii. 
2 Annemarie Schimmel. Sufi Literature. Encyclopaedia Britannica. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Sufism/Significance 
3 Mahmud Erol K l c. Sufi and Poetry: Poetics of Ottoman Sufi Poetry, 93 
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translation of Makhzen al-Asrar, necessary commentaries and comparisons 
with similar couplets from the poetry of Hafiz, Attar, Mevlana Rumi, Molla 
Jami and other famous Persian Sufi poets, what means that Shamy Efendi 
evaluated Nizami Ganjavi as one of the poets of this school. His expound is of 
great importance for understanding the Sufi content of Makhzen al-Asrar and 
revealing Nizami Ganjavi’s Sufi views in general. Shamy Efendi also 
completed, translated into Turkish and annotated the masnavi poem “Tohfat al- 
Ahrar” of Molla Jami, which also emulated from Makhzan al-Asrar. According 
to his own admission, Abdurrahman Jami accepted Nizami Ganjavi as his 
master and primarily imitated him both in form and structure, going as far as 
borrowing entire stories.  

If we take into account that Sufi poems are multi-layered and utilize 
various interpretations, it is clear that proposing accurate translation of Nizami 
Ganjavi’s poems is very difficult and laborious work. As Y.E. Bertels, who 
prepared the Russian translation of the poems said: "No translator has been 
able to reflect Nizami’s poetry in its full power and depth. Any translation 
would appear as if it is performed on a piano composition, when in fact it was 
composed for a symphonic orchestra". In order to close this gap, the 
commentary literature, that have a special role in Islamic tradition, must come 
into play. In this research, we mainly examined the Makhzen al-Asrar 
commentaries of Shamy Efendy and Tohfet el-Ahrar masnavi poem of Mullah 
Jami, since they contain Sufi interpretations of the poem’s verses, but also tried 
to take into account interpretations made by Vahid Destgirdy, Bakhruz 
Servetiyan, Hossein Elahi Ghomshei and Sirajeddin Haji 1 at times.  

At the introductory part of the translation Shamy Efendy refers to the 
author of Makhzan al-Asrar as Sheikh Nizami Ganjavi, kadesallahu Teala 
syrrah al-Aziz,2 mentioning that Makhzan al-Asrar contains moral stories, 
divine secrets and witticisms, life-giving knowledge and is full of proverbs and 
strange idioms with hidden meanings. Having reviewed both Nizami Ganjavi’s 
and Khosrow Dihlavi’s Khamseh, he declares that Sheikh Nizami’s poem is at 
the very high “ijaz level”, which means that the poet makes use of few words 
that are rich and deep in meaning, through which he articulates his own nature 
as a Sufi saint (veli) as well as his miraculous power (keramet), which are quite 
evident and important characteristics of Sufi sheikhs.  

The model for Makhzen al-Asrar was Hakim Sana'i's poem “Hadiqat al-
Haqiqat“(The Garden of Verities), but mastery of poetry and vibrant, 
intriguing language of Nizami Ganjavi made his masnavi more popular and 
readable than Sana'i's poem. 3 Makhzen al-Asrar has specific structure, which 
later became a format to be followed for other masnavi writers. The first part 
begins with several lengthy prolegomena, covering such topics as Tawhed 
(unification or Oneness of Allah), Munajat (supplication to Allah), praise of the 

                                                            
1 Siraceddin Hac - Azerbaijani literary researcher and translator, who has written extensive annotations on 

Nizami Ganjavi’s poems. 
2 an epithet used for evliya, arif or Sufi gnostics, famous sheikh, literally means: God bless his secret. 
3 Kamran Talattof and Jerome W. Clinton. Introduction: Nizami Ganjavi and his poetry. The Poetry of 

Nizami Ganjavi: Knowledge, Love and Rhetoric, 1.  
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Prophet Muhammad (s.a.s.), consisting of four different parts and Mi’raj 
narrative describing Prophet’s ascension, his heavenly journey. At the 
beginning Nizami Ganjavi talks about the existence of God, His Unity, 
excellent names of Allah, the infinite power, Greatness and Mercifulness of 
Allah Ta'ala. He considers the concept of tawhed attributing to the sources of 
Qur'an, Hadith, Kalam and Sufism and says that the Almighty Creator gives 
benefaction to every creature according to his request; the sustenance to those 
who want to eat food, light to the eyes of the mind, virtues and wisdom to those 
who are “men of soul”. Here poet speaks about different levels of tawhed, 
similar to the classification, given by the great Sufi thinker Ibn Arabi in his 
fundamental tractate “Futuhat al-Makkiya”, where each such level refers to one 
verse from Holy Qur'an. According to the poet, everything in this realm is 
made up of the waves and manifestations of God’s Unity, but the veil of reality 
conceals it from the human gaze. As the poet points out: "Let’s tear these 
curtains and go back to the beginning" and takes us to the strange voyage to 
the beginning of Creation using his own unique fairy-tale narrative style, trying 
to rewind the wheel of Creation as if it were a movie. He wants everything to 
be imagined at the first step of Creation, in a state of Eternal Unity and 
according to Shamy efendy this is the state of “Ahadiyya “- Nondelimited Real 
(Reality), which is also called the state of “the Nonentification” (la ta‘ayyun). 
According to Ibn Arabi and his followers all things are entifications or 
delimitations (or determinations) of this Nondelimited Real, the Reality of 
Realities, what is the state of First Entification. This is the deep secret - 
“hidden treasure”, the “gayb of gaybs”,1 because there is no entification 
(ta‘ayyun), no contradiction. Then Nondelimited Being becomes determined, 
limited, defined, and “thingish” in the process of disclosing itself as everything 
other than God. 2  

The praise of the Prophet is very important second section of the poem, 
where poet speaks about various specific characteristics of Prophet Muhammad 
(s.a.s.) in five chapters. Poet describes him as the shadow of the light of God, 
says that all creatures have got flourishment from his blessed soul and 
luminosity from his inspiration:  

    
   

    
     

                                                            
1 the invisible realm, the transcend reality, which cannot be perceived by ordinary human mind and his 

five senses 
2 According to Ibn Arabi and his followers Allah is the Absolute Being. The Being in essence is one, and 

this is the existence of God, but His manifestations are numerous and may appear in various ways at 
various levels of Being. Ibn Arabi uses the world presence -hazrat, to designate any realm in which 
Being becomes manifest under the auspices of a general quality (it is roughly synonymous with world 
(‘âlam) or level (martaba)). The Five Divine Presences (al-hadarât al-ilâhiyyat al-khams) are: the 
Reality of Realities or the First Entification, the divine knowledge of the cosmos. The second, third, and 
fourth presences are the same three worlds about which Ibn Arabi spoke: the unseen (spiritual), the 
imaginal, and the visible (corporeal). The fifth presence is Perfect Man in his all-comprehensive 
deployment, embracing the other four presences in a synthetic whole: his fixed entity is identical with 
the Reality of Realities, his spirit with the unseen world, his soul with the imaginal world, and his body 
with the visible realm (W.C. Chittick. The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn Al-Arabi's Metaphysics of 
Imagination, 1989,3-8, 89-91)  
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      1

 
In this turquoise-browed dome, The Prophet (s.a.s.) is like a fresh 

pomeranets from the palace of paradise. It is the custom of this fruit that gives 
berry before spring comes. The Prophet is as truthful as the letter “alef” in 
covenant and loyalty (there is no one after Allah who is more reliable than 
him) and he is the first and the last Prophet. Even though he was illiterate, he 
was the same person who spoke as Adam and Jesus, which means he had a 
connection to all of the prophets. He came before them, and all the knowledge 
and virtue bestowed upon them were actually given to him.2 

Drawing attention to the both exoteric (outside, zakhiri) and esoteric 
(inside, batini) aspects of Prophet Muhammad’s (s.a.s.) existence, poet refers to 
the famous hadith: I was a Prophet while "Adam was still between water and 
mud .3 This hadith states that the Blessed Prophet was a Prophet at the 
preliminary stage of Creation and thus entrusted with the mission of 
prophethood well before the creation of Adam (a.s.), the first Prophet and 
according to Nass4 his embodiment as a Prophet on the physical plane marked 
the final stage of prophetic history. Here Nizami Ganjavi referred to one of the 
most basic concepts of Sufism – to the concept of “Muhammedian Reality” 
(Hakikat-i Muhammediyye) 5 or “Perfect men”(insan-i kamil).6 Although the 
detailed processing of this concept was made by Sheikh al-Akbar Ibn Arabi, 
who lived shortly after Nizami Ganjavi, the content of this chapter shows that 
this concept was enough popular among Sufis in the 12th century. This is 
actually not surprising; it is well known that the concept of Wahdat al-Vujud 
emerged as a consequence of mystical experiences of many Sufis over a year. 
The analogy with pomeranets also has been a good example for understanding 
the concept of Muhammedian Reality; His reality was the first created entity 
and although he is the last Prophet, the goal from the creation of the full body 
of existence is his reality.  

At the next chapter, which is about the journey of the Prophet (s.a.s.) to 
God – his ascension (Mi’raj), Nizami Ganjavi goes farther in explanation of 
this concept. It is interesting that poet begins his description directly with the 

                                                            
1  / / /  -    /   https://ganjoor.net/nezami/5ganj/makhzanolasrar/sh4 
2 Sara Behzad. em’i em’ullah ve erhi Mahzenü’l Esrar: nceleme, tenkitli metin-özel i imler sözlü ü. 

PhD thesis, 72 
3 Hadith from at-Tabarani, Al-Mu’jam al-Kabir, Al Khasa’is al-Kubra, vol.1, 4 
4 An expression based on explicit statement within the Quran or hadith used in Muslim writing to 

distinguish between text as a human production and revelation as a divine source.  
5 According to this concept the first stage of the Creation was the creation of Muhammedan Light (Nur) 

or Muhammedan Reality, which is an essence that represents the spiritual identity of the Blessed 
Prophet, who is the most precious in the sight of the Creator. The reason for the existence of full 
creation is the love of the Almighty towards to Muhammedian Light, the first entity created. The entire 
universe has therefore been given existence in the honor of the Muhammadian Light. 

6 The perfect man is precisely the human self at its final stage or perfection and completion. For man 
there is nothing conceivable beyond this state. Ultimately the Perfect man may be said to contain within 
himself all the ontological States of God as well as all those of creation. William C. Chittick: Perfect 
Man as the Prototype of the Self in the Sufism of Jami. Studia Islamica, 137. 
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ascension of the Prophet to heaven, bypassing many events that occur in the 
preamble of Mi’raj, like the Prophet’s journey to the al-Aqsa Mosque 
(Jerusalem) or his leading of other prophets in prayer.1 This choice in and of 
itself indicates that Nizami Ganjavi is not deploying the Mi raj for the standard 
rhetorical purposes. According to him Prophet Muhammad (s.a.s.) was “a pearl 
in the world’s mine” before becoming “the crown of heaven”, that is his 
ontological pre-eminence was present before his ascension.2 When angels, who 
had been his servants on this journey could not move forward after some level 
of ascension (the Lote Tree), he continued on a different path alone and his one 
foot was unaware of the other. When the enlightenment of the body and heart 
(kal p and kalb) of Blessed Prophet reached the highest level, where no range 
and distance exist, he lifted the veil of seclusion and saw that the first being 
created was his own blessed soul. At this seclusion (khalvet) he clung to the 
skirt of astonishment and the rein of the horse of effort, then could not go any 
farther. Poet says, that the Blessed Prophet saw Almighty Allah with a view 
that is acceptable to lovers, because this excursion was a journey of love and 
indeed, he watched a unique Qur’anic verse of light (Nur) by his own eyes.3 
Then Prophet drank a special wine from Allah here, a drink of which was 
poured into hearts (souls) of poets. According to Shamy Efendi, Nizami 
Ganjavi points the saints (evliyaullah), or Sufi poets here, because love, 
affection, mystery and ingenuity (marifa) have been given to them by 
succession. 4After receiving strength from the sight of Allah, the Prophet 
turned his face back to the material realm and all these events happened in an 
instant: the Prophet left and came back in one breath.  

A number of scholars and commentators have noted the important role of 
the ascension narratives in Sufi literature as a paradigm for mystical 
experience, some of them have considered Mi’raj as guiding for a spiritual 
journey, while others, however, have looked at Mi’raj more as the key 
metaphor for Sufi path.5 Michael Sells, Annemarie Schimmel, Christiane 
Gruber, and Elizabeth Alexandrine have highlighted that Mi’raj narratives in 
Persian masnavi focus upon the ascension as an initiatory model for Sufis to 
follow. Selim Kuru noted that Mi’raj narratives in Ottoman Turkish emulations 

                                                            
1 The Isra  and Mi raj are two parts of a Night Journey of the Islamic prophet Muhammad (s.a.s.) over a 

single night. Although a brief outline of this event appears in Sura 17 of the Quran, more details are 
given in the hadith literature. In the Isra  part of the journey, the Prophet have travelled on the back of 
Buraq to the Al-Aqsa Mosque, where he leads other prophets in prayer. 

2 Matthew R. Hotham. Seeing God with both eyes: Asceticism, ascension and poetry in the Makhzan al-
Asrar of Nizami Ganjavi. PhD Dissertation thesis, 2016, 203 

   https://cdr.lib.unc.edu/concern/dissertations/6682x542x 
3 Here poet refers to the 35. verse of Surah an-Noor: Allah is the Light of the heavens and the earth. The 

parable of His Light is as a niche and within it a lamp: the lamp is in a glass, the glass as it were a star 
Durriyyun, lit from a blessed tree, an olive, neither of the east nor of the west, whose oil would almost 
glow forth, though no fire touched it. Qur’an (24/35) 

4 According to the hadith: ‘’…Aliims (all-knowing, scholar, omniscient or evliya according Sufis) are the 
inheritors of prophets. The prophets bequeathed knowledge, not dinars or dirhams. In that case, the 
person received this knowledge has received a large share." Bukhari, Ilm-10; Abu Dawud, Ilm-1; 
Tirmizi, Ilm-19; Ibn Maje, Muqaddimah, 17. 

5 Matthew R. Hotham. Seeing God with both eyes: Asceticism, ascension and poetry in the Makhzan al-
Asrar of Nezami Ganjavi. A dissertation text submitted to the faculty of the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill, 2016, 197 
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of Nizami Ganjavi’s Khamsah provide a useful lens through which it is 
possible to interpret the poem.1 

Throughout this chapter Nizami Ganjavi focuses a special attention to the 
description of Prophet’s journey through the Zodiac, gives comprehensive 
astronomical and astrological information about the stars and Zodiacs. He 
specifically discusses the 12 signs of Zodiac, using his unique epic language, 
describes how the astrological figures interact with each other and with the 
Blessed Prophet during his ascension, offer their own attributes to him; Cancer 
and Gemini give the Prophet their crown and belt, Virgo tosses a garland of 
flowers around Leo’s neck, Sagittarius shoots his arrow into Capricorn. The 
Prophet enters the Zodiac at the sign of Taurus, passes through each 
astrological sign and ends his trip at the Pleiades rising in Aries and then poet 
describes flowers blooming in the wilderness. It is known that the Sun enters 
the sign of Aries when it reaches the March equinox, typically on March 21, so 
the expression the flowers bloom and the roses set up tents probably indicates 
this event. On other hand, spring season symbolizes refreshment and rebirth, 
which is one of the important metaphors often used by Sufis and points to the 
spiritual awakening.2 It seems that symbolism used here has connection with 
different stages of spiritual Sufi path, however Shamy Efendi did not provide 
us with annotations on this content. There is no similar narrative inside the 
Miraj chapter of Jami’s masnavi Tohfat al-Ahrar. 

It is followed by the chapter about praise of the Sultan Bahram shah, to 
whom the poem was addressed. After praising Sultan, Nizami Ganjavi 
indicates that the masnavi poem Makhzen Al-Asrar contains specific 
knowledge and was written after inspiration received by him “from the veil of 
secrecy in the morning”. He gives us very important information about the 
content of the book: “the dignities of dervishes and kings are in it; a treasure of 
divine secrets is in it”:   

    
    

     
     3 

 
At the next chapters Nizami Ganjavi gives an information about the 

content of the book, shares his ideas about the origin of true poets, composing 
poetry, the value of the word, its esoteric meaning and gives almost scientific 
descriptions of notions “word” or “sukhan”, which means discourse or 
eloquent speech: 

    
      

   
                                                            
1 Selim Kuru. “Pious Journey, Sacred Desire: Observations on the Mi raj in Early Anatolian Turkish 

Verse Narratives.” In The Prophet’s Ascension: Cross-Cultural Encounters with the Islamic Mi raj 
Tales, 2010. 

2 Seyyid Hossein Nasr. Sufi Esseys: 1. Sufism-addresses, essays, lectures, 57 
3 Sirajeddin Haj . Hazrat Nizami Gencevinin “Sirler Hazinesi” mesnevisinin erhi, 10. cilt, 479-487. 

(Annotations to Masnavi poem “Makhzen al- Asrar” of Hazrat Nizami Ganjavi, 10th volum, 479-487) 
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As the pen began its first movement, it produced the first word and speech. 
When they raised the curtain of non-existence, the first manifestation of 
existence was word and speech. Until the word gave voice to the heart, the soul 
did not submit its free body to clay. As the pen began to move, it opened the 
eyes of the world with its words. Without speech the world has no voice, they 
have said so much but the word has not diminished. In the language of love, 
speech is our soul, we are just speeches in our ruins. 1 

According to Nizami Ganjavi the sukhan (word or speech)2 is beginning of 
the creation and in the language of love, which is language of Sufis, means 
soul, and the soul is enlightened by the speech. The expression “we are just 
speeches in our ruins” indicates their bodies, because for Sufis the body is just 
a vessel for the jan-soul. In the next 21 couplets poet explains the other 
attributes of sukhan and line ups all its virtues; it is beginning of thought and 
end of settling, a fine cloth of imagination, it can make more conquests than 
flag (sword) and pencil, may kill or keep alive, does not show own essence to 
pseudo-poets, it’s signs (meanings) are colourless, the essence of nature have 
been conquered by it, the laws of Sharia sealed by it, the fresh word is more 
valuable than old gold.  

Then Nizami Ganjavi describes the main attributes of true poets:  

     
     

     
     
    

      
   
     

                                                            
1 Sirajeddin Haj . Hazrat Nizami Gencevinin “Sirler Hazinesi” mesnevisinin erhi, 10. cilt, 530-534  
2 The term sukhan (sakhun or sokhan) and its numerous derivatives like sukhandan, sukhanvar, sukhan- 

aferin, sukhan- perver, sukhan- revan, sukhan- shinas, and sukhan- gostar were widely used by Nizami 
Ganjavi in his poems. This term literally means “word”, “speech”, “parole”, “harf”, “discourse or 
eloquent speech”, but according to Kamran Talatoff, in Hakim Nizami’s concept this term is 
synonymous with “literature”, “literary work”, and “poetry”. He considers poetry as the form of 
“sukhan- art” and poets as creative artists with divine status. (See: Nizami Ganjavi, the Wordsmith: The 
Concept of sakhun in Classical Persian Poetry, J.C. Bürgel and C. van Ruymbeke / Leiden University 
Press, 2011, 211-241; also, Hamid Dabashi: Harf-i nakhostin: mafhum-i sukhan dar nazd-i hakim 
Nizami Ganjavi," lran-shenasi, vol. 3, no. 4 (Winter 1992), 723-740) 
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Those who rhyme the word draw the treasure of both realms into the word. The 
special key to the treasure of both worlds is under their tongues. Who 
established the libra for weighing the word, has raised these lucky people by 
word. They are nightingales of Arsh, you can't compare them to others.1 

According to Nizami Ganjavi these poets are “hakims, true spokesmens 
and nightingales of Arsh”: in the sight of Allah, they are in the second layer 
behind the prophets, the prophets generate inner shell or the essence of reality 
(the truth- hakika), and these poets compose its outer shell. They hear the voice 
of God and are intimate with Him and “have found the special key to the 
treasure of both worlds, which is under their tongues”. Although some poets 
cheapen poetry, the true poetry is actually source of wisdom and “the veil of 
the secret of writing poetry is the shadow of the veil of prophecy”. True poets 
are “the lyricists who rule the fortune”, “who’s poetry is the balm for souls”, 
and “they literally cast a spell of words”. But joining to this group is not such 
an easy task, it is necessary “to be always on the motion like the celestial 
objects, upside down like a candle, to be dead at the daytime and awake at the 
night-time, to make the head of the knee the foot for heart, to merge the head 
with the foot like a ring”.2 Then Nizami Ganjavi warns the poets: do not 
attempt to write poetry if you have not acquired comprehensive knowledge in 
religious sciences, especially in sharia. In other words, Nizami Ganjavi did not 
consider Sufism separate from sharia and followed the same path as Qushayri, 
Imam Ghazali and Jami, and accepted Sufism as a higher-level knowledge that 
should be learned after both positive 3 and religious sciences. According to 
Shamy Efendi, Sirajeddin Haji and many other commentators of Makhzen al-
Asrar, the true poets described here are Sufi poets, gnostics or Sufi saints 
(evliya),4 because it is well known that they are positioned right behind the 
prophets (enbiya) and most of them were often also a poet. Nizami Ganjavi is 
actually touching on a very important subject here– the position of Sufi poets, 
and gives us three important criteria for distinguishing them from other poets, 
which he calls pseudo-poets (shiirbaz): 

 the poetry must come from the Divine source, not from other sources.  

 the poet must successfully traverse all stages of the gnostic spiritual 
path, including the seclusions (khalvet) and acquire the necessary virtues.  

 The poet must well know the Sharia rules and obey them 

In the next couplets poet declares his own position among poets:  
 

I am a skilled hunter in this field, I liberated poetry from the idolism and poets 
from the tavern. Devotee (zahit) and priests (rahip) rush to me taking off their 

                                                            
1 Sirajeddin Haj . Hazrat Nizami Gencevinin “Sirler Hazinesi” mesnevisinin erhi, 10. cilt, 562-566. 
2 Here poet talks in a metaphoric language about Sufi practices that should be done during spiritual 

education. 
3 In many other couplets Nizami Ganjavi emphasizes the need to learn also positive sciences. 
4 Evliya- the special term in Sufism. It is the plural of weli, which means the saint. The Arabic root 

besides meaning "friend" also has the meaning of dominion or power. From this root the terms wilâya 
and walâya are formed, the first meaning sanctity and the second the initiatic power or function as such. 
(Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Sufi essays.) 
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belt (zunnar) and cloak (hirka). I am a wizard who does magic by words. My 
reputation refreshes by words, because I am a poet who has reached the 
pinnacle of poetry, I am a jeweller above all other jewellers.  

 

The origin of his poetry is well expressed in these couplets: 

   

     
  

    

I didn't accept anyone's imitation, I said just what my heart told me. I 
sparked a new magic.I'm pouring it out of the new mold. 1  

 
     

   
   
   

I went so far in doing magic by words that people called me “the mirror of 
geyb (the invisible/incorporeal reality). The sword of my language is very 
sharp, like the miracle of Christ Jesus. 2 

And this expression indeed means the same what Hafiz said: 

      
       

 
They made me like a parrot behind the mirror, and I am telling what the 

master of Pre-eternity tells me. It means that Sufi poet looks like a parrot 
sitting in front of the universe, which is the mirror of God. Just as the parrot 
has no words of its own, but only repeats the words that the master says to him 
behind the mirror, so does the Sufi poet. Like a parrot he hears the divine 
sounds of Master and repeats them. 3 

In some couplets Nizami Ganjavi describes typing, that are accepted by 
him as a negative: the lacqueys (court poets), who compose poetry for earning 
bread and gold, although saw themselves as dewani, actually fell very low, 
because of them this poetry, which is the source of wisdom has become even 
cheaper than ordinary water.  

Beginning from the chapter “Describing the Night and Cognizing the Heart 
(kalb)” which is the prelude to the khalvets section, using metaphoric language 
and a specific terminology of Sufi poetry, Nizami Ganjavi begins to tell us 

                                                            
1 Sirajeddin Haj . Hazrat Nizami Gencevinin “Sirler Hazinesi” mesnevisinin erhi, 10. cilt, 475. 

(Annotations to Masnavi poem “Makhzen al- Asrar” of Hazrat Nizami Ganjavi, 10th volum, 475)  
2 Nizami-yi Gencevi, Leyla ile Mecnun, Çeviri: Naci Tokmak, 59 
3 Hafez, ghazal N 380.https://ganjoor.net/hafez/ghazal/sh380:  
   Explanation: Mehmet Çelik. Zavall  kalem III. Independent Türkçe, 1 mart 2021, 

https://www.indyturk.com/node/323171/t%C3%BCrki%CC%87yeden-sesler/zavall%C4%B1-kalem-iii 
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about his own spiritual experiences-visions; how he met a master and practiced 
asceticism, fasted under his guidance, then several times was taken into 
specific 40 days seclusions (so called khalvet). As in a fascinating fairy tale, 
poet talks about the extraordinary events he experienced here; the 
unimaginable beauties, spiritual tastes and smells, wonderful and extraordinary 
emotions, incomparable with those in ordinary life. In a somewhat confusing 
form from common point of view, in combination with his own lived 
narratives, the poet advises people, who have reached forty years, to get away 
from the hustle and bustle of the corporeal world and focus their attention on 
their heart/soul (kalb) which is made up from the combination of the soul and 
image (body) and is related to both corporeal and incorporeal realms. 
According to Nizami Ganjavi the main goal of man’s coming into this world is 
the spiritual evolution of his soul and a wise man must be awake, without 
wasting any time turn to his own heart and discipline his self-ego. However, 
this process cannot be done alone, first it is necessary to find a master 
(beloved) and then start to practise abstemiousness (riyâzet) under his guidance 
and follow his instructions. Nizami Ganjavi states that the aim of the creation 
of man is to try to get acquainted and to know Allah, that a serious effort 
should be made for this glorious goal and the ordinary human mind is not 
enough to achieve such ingenuity (marifa), it is necessary to experience divine 
love. The second part of the poem contains 20 separate discourses (parables) 
with short metaphorical stories of ethical content. These stories deal with 
serious Sufi subjects in a symbolic sense, as in Mevlana Rumi's Masnavi, and 
need commentaries (tafsir or arh) to be understood correctly. It is the subject 
of another research topic and we will not touch it here. 

 
The basic Sufi terms and concepts used in the original text of the 
Makhzan Al-Asrar 
 
 Heart (as both Persian del and Arabic kalb), secret (in the form of genc, 

kenz and hazine), mind (akl), arif (gnostic), ingenuity, direct knowledge of 
Allah (marifa), wisdom (hikma), ruh, jan (the human soul and spirit), curtain, 
vail (perde), “La-mekan”, gayb (the invisible world) sufi, divine love, wine, 
tovba (repentance), gaflet (unawareness), Melamet, civanmerd (chivalry), 
seclusion (khalvet), riyazat (asceticism), gayret (effort), Hikmet (wisdom), 
pehriz (abstinence, special diet), sama’ (turning- revolving; a spiritual action 
of dervishes, zikr, sometimes accompanied by music), murit (directed one; a 
person who has accepted a spiritual teacher; Sufi disciple), vefa (loyality), 
vuslat (ultimate union), kanâat (content oneself with small), sabr (patience), 
zahid (ascetic one), nefs (base self, ego), pir, mur it (spiritual ancestor), sukut 
(comedown), himmet (the force of heart; decisiveness), abd, abid, abdal (best 
of believers), adab (decency, morals), ahl al- kalb (people of the heart or soul), 
alam-i Jebarut (the world or realm of the archangels), ‘alam-i kasrat (the 
world or realm of multiplicity), alam-i lahut (the world or realm of the essence 
of Allah), ‘alam-i mulk (the visible world), the fruit of the soul, “the breath of 
Jesus”, the spiritual help of Allah's friends, the disciplining od nafs (ego), 
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decency (adab), the throne of selfness or ego, “the companionship of Khizir”, 
“to be like a Rabia”, singing “Ene'l Haq” like Hallaj, the eye of the heart or 
soul, the gate of the spiritual world, the appearance of the multitude in the 
form of unity, lifting the veil, the Sultan of the heart, to be free from the 
dependence of material world, to live the earthly life, put on the ring of 
servitude, to refresh the contract of “Bezm-i alest”, to run to the Hakk (Truth) 
instead of people, to discipline ego through riyazet.  

Basically, if summarize what has been said, in the comprehensive 
introductory section of the poem Makhzan Al-Asrar, Nizami Ganjavi speaks 
about the story of creation and the Allah-Prophet-Adam relationships 
demonstrating deep knowledge in all branches of religious sciences including 
philosophical, theological and gnostic (i ari) interpretations of both Qur’anic 
verses and Hadith literature. According to poet, if we were able to tear the veil 
of reality which made up of countless visible images/bodies we will see just the 
different manifestations of Attributes of Allah, or in other words, the universe 
actually consists of the emanations of Allah’s Being at the different levels of 
existence. As the Iranian thinker Seyyed Hossein Nasr, a well-known 
representative of Perennial philosophy, who has done valuable studies on 
Islamic tradition, mysticism and Persian Sufi poetry, has noticed, Nizami 
Ganjavi considered material world as temporal and as theophany of the 
incorporeal world, and saw the signs of divine power and wisdom everywhere.1 
This is nothing but the metaphorical expression of the famous Sufi concept 
“Wahdat al-Vujud” elaborated later by Ibn Arabi and his followers, and as we 
have seen, this concept was handled in almost the same framework by Nizami 
Ganjavi many years ago. Then Nizami Ganjavi presented the Prophet 
Muhammad (s.a.s.) - blessings and peace upon him- as the ultimate perfection 
of humanity in terms of worship, servitude, morality and social interactions, 
exoteric and esoteric virtues. He made many references to the Prophet’s bodily 
ascension, but also emphasized that this excursion was beyond the space and 
time, and those, who could find the path to this veil find it in terms of 
directionlessness. It should be especially noted that Nizami Ganjavi was the 
first poet to place the description of the Prophet’s ascension -Mi’raj in the epic 
poetry. There are such narrations in all his masnavis, and although they have 
some similar parts, in general, their contents are different from each other. 
Many researchers suggest that the main narrative function of including such a 
religious story in a romantic epic is to foreground the poem’s didactic, mystical 
and ethical dimensions. According to Seyyed Gohrab, in Haft Paykar masnavi 
poem, Nizami Ganjavi used the ascension story as a model for a universal 
journey, showing how an individual can reach the supernatural, beyond place 
and time, when he escapes from the dictates of nature.2 Matthew Hotham 
assumes, that this aspect in Mi’raj narratives points to the significant 
relationship between physical contact, spiritual intimacy and the transmission 
of mystical knowledge, where the poet aims to show the path toward an 
                                                            
1 Seyyed Hossein Nasr. Hakim Nizami Ganjavi's worldview and philosophical outlook, 195 
2 Asghar Seyed-Gohrab. A Mystical Reading of Nizami’s use of Nature in the Haft Paykar. The Poetry of 

Nizami Ganjavi: Knowledge, Love and Rhetoric, 192 
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embodied spirituality that allows direct encounter with God.1 In our opinion, in 
Makzen Al-Asrar Nizami Ganjavi introduced the Blessed Prophet as the 
supreme being among all creatures and mostly emphasized in his esoteric 
reality, including his inner relationship with all other prophets. He showed that 
the superiority of the prophets over others was also a result of their ability to 
master their own ego:  

      
   .  

 
To disobey the ego is a sign of mastery, to abandon of ego is a power of 

prophecy. 2 
Describing the Prophet as a Sufi master and a Perfect Man, he actually 

gave the sufi (gnostic) interpretation of the Mi'raj story. Seyyed Hossein Nasr 
has noted, that there are just few Persian poets who have commented on the 
spiritual character of the Islamic Prophet from the gnostic (irfani) point of view 
as much as Nizami Ganjavi.3  

Although the spiritual edifying of disciple in Sufism may seem from 
outside as the process of teaching him how to control own natural impulsive 
behaviours, emotions and thoughts, in fact inside, this is the process of purging 
human heart (kalb) from egoistic emotions and activating higher levels of his 
cognition, which eventually leads to the perfecting of his morality. Conveying 
his own very specific spiritual experiences (khalvets), Nizami Ganjavi pointed 
out that this process is very difficult one, and should be carried out under the 
guidance of the mentor. The parables of the second section describe the actions 
that must to be done for purification of human character from bad nature and 
acquire him good virtues. Since the poem was written for a Sultan, the main 
subject of these stories is the moral and spiritual values that a sovereign should 
have. As Seyyed Hossein Nasr has already shown, Nizami Ganjavi himself was 
an accomplished master who have travelled far on the spiritual path and so in 
his poems, especially in Makhzen Al-Asrar, he referred to the ascetic practices 
and contemplation on those on the path.4 The content of Makhzen Al-Asrar 
clearly shows that Nizami Ganjavi more focused on the spiritual practices and 
practical aspects of Sufi path than on the high theoretical issues of gnosis 
(Marifetullah). Poet’s strong emphasis on the necessity of attaining virtues and 
purifying the heart (or edifying nafs: the inner self, ego) gave him the image of 
an ethical thinker and social reformer and this is why he was popular as Hakim 
Nizami.5 From this perspective, it is clear that Nizami Ganjavi himself also 
must have been initiated by Sufi masters, and indeed different biographical 
books -tezkiras give the names of at least three of his mentors (two of whom 
were Akhi sheikhs). Although there are some doubts about the reliability of this 

                                                            
1 Matthew R. Hotham. Seeing God with both eyes: Asceticism, ascension and poetry in the Makhzan al-

Asrar of Nizami Ganjavi, 310 
2 Sirajeddin Haj . Annotations to Masnavi poem “Makhzen al- Asrar” of Hazrat Nizami Ganjavi, 7th 

volum, 332 
3 Seyyed Hossein Nasr. Hakim Nizami Ganjavi's worldview and philosophical outlook, 194. 
4 Seyyed Hossein Nasr. Hakim Nizami Ganjavi's worldview and philosophical outlook, 195 
5 Seyyed Hossein Nasr. Hakim Nizami Ganjavi's worldview and philosophical outlook, 200 
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information, the fact that Nizami Ganjavi has been recorded as a Sufi sheikh in 
almost all poets’ biography books (Tezkirat-ush-Shuara) and in some Sufi 
biography books (Tezkirat-ul-Evliya), despite it is considered insignificant by 
many modern researchers, constitutes important documentary evidences that 
cannot be underestimated. On the other hand, Sufi authors such as Mullah Jami 
(d. 1492) and Shemy efendi (d.1602) refer to him as a high -ranking Sufi 
sheikh, and that his masnavi poems are still taught as Sufi texts in the Indian 
geography, bring to mind the idea that Nizami Ganjavi ‘s Sufi identity 
probably did not arouse any doubts in previous years, but made the subject of 
debate in the twentieth century for some political reasons.  

Even though this issue has not yet been sufficiently emphasized in the 
relevant literature, in the early Middle Ages both North and South Azerbaijan 
were actually the territories where many Sufi brotherhoods/tariqas like 
Hurufism, Zakhidiya, Safawiya, Suhrawardiyya and Khalwatiya emerged and 
were constituted. Recent investigations show that the first Akhi brotherhoods 
(Futuwwa organizations) were first formed in Azerbaijan in the 10th -12th 
centuries and spread from there to Anatolia in the next century. 1 During the 
Seljuk and early Ottoman periods, such professional-religious-military 
organizations provided work environment for the Muslim Turkmen merchants 
and craftsman by creating infrastructure for production, trade and social 
solidarity, at the same time undertook their moral edifying. In fact, despite a 
serious scientific background Nizami Ganjavi explained complicated Sufi 
subjects in a simple language that everyone can easily understand by giving 
examples from ordinary life, as well as his frequent use of many notions related 
to Akhism such as belt, cones, chivalry (civanmert), generosity in all masnavi 
poems, supports the idea that, most probably, he was in close relationship with 
Akhism, perhaps an Akhy sheikh.2  

In the poem Makhzen Al-Asrar, Nizami Ganjavi discusses such basic 
themes as poetry composition, the origin of poet’s inspiration, the criteria that 
allow to distinguish true poets from pseudo-poets, the value, attributes and 
meanings of the concept “sukhan”, which means word, discourse or eloquent 
speech. As we can see from the couplets quoted as examples above, the poet 
himself also began writing poetry after the Divine inspiration and did not use 
his own initiatives or intellectual activity, but only expressed what flowed from 
the Divine source into his soul. Nizami Ganjavi states that composing poetry is 
an action that comes by inspiration, this is a gift from Allah, who fills hearts of 
the poets with words of wisdom, and in order to receive such inspiration the 
souls (kalb) of poets must be purified. Whoever undertakes such a challenging 
job will have to work hard to travers all stages of the gnostic spiritual path. 
This will liberate him from dependencies of material world, detox his mind 
from harmful, deadening illusions and obsessions, and give him the necessary 
virtues. Those who accomplish this task will gain incredible power: they can 

                                                            
1 Asker Naile. Akhysm as a socio-cultural and economic organization in Azerbaijan and Anatolia, 192-

199; Parisa Ghorbannejad. Chivalry in Islamic Period of Azerbaijan: 2, 1 
2 Russian researchers Y.E. Bertels and A.E. Kr mskiy also concluded that Nizami Ganjavi’s relationship 

with both Sufism and Akysm is highly probable. 
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pierce heaven’s ear, penetrate the seven spheres, and step on the dome of 
heaven. It is clear that Nizami Ganjavi's definition for Sufi poetry contains 
exactly the same criteria, established by modern scholars to distinguish Sufi 
poets from non- Sufi poets: the source of poetry must be divine inspiration and 
the poet himself must successfully complete his spiritual initiation under the 
guidance of Sufi master. However, Nizami Ganjavi added one else important 
measure: true poet must know the sharia rules very well and obey them, which 
aims to protect the love- besotted Sufi poets from discourses contrary to sharia.  

We should talk about the differences between revelation and inspiration in 
Sufi thought herein. In the Holy Qur'an the root of the word revelation (vahiy: 
v-h-y) was used in 78 verses, somewhere in the dictionary sense and 
somewhere in the sense of specific term. The dictionary meaning of revelation 
is “to say, to point and to inspire quickly and hiddenly”.1 In the sense of the 
term, it is known as the theopneusty- divine inspiration; the supernatural 
influence of the Divine Being in qualifying men to receive and communicate 
revealed truth,2 or simply, these are words that God has revealed to the hearts 
of His Prophets. Therefore, revelation is a specific sudden, quick and hidden 
knowledge/information transfer, which takes place via an unknown for us 
communication channel. 3 Traditionally Islamic scholars call the information 
transferring from Allah to the prophets as revelation (vahiy)4 and this kind of 
divine information transferring to all other beings as inspiration (ilham).  

Perceived the process of revelation as a divine declamation addressed to 
the entire realm of being, some Sufis, especially Ibn Arabi and his followers, 
used the term revelation in all cases, because, according to him the divine 
declamation itself is cognition without any distinction or interpretation.5 The 
divine inspiration flowing into the heart expands and evolves the cognition 
capacity of the person and he begins to perceive the knowledge of higher 
realities, which differs from the knowledge of ordinary human mind, based on 
evidence and logic. Actually, in Sufi epistemology there is only one perceptive 
reality of human being– the light (noor) of cognition, which has different levels 
(or layers) and this cognition apparatus is called the sense relative to the 
perceivable things, the mind relative to the comprehensible things, and the soul 
(kalb) in relation to the knowledge of illumination/inspiration. 6 However, the 
knowledge that comes via inspiration to purified souls (awliyya’s or arif’s 
                                                            
1 Yusuf evki Yavuz. D A, Vahiy 
2 https://tureng.com/tr/turkce-ingilizce/theopneusty 
3 In Qur'an, the ability to send revelation/inspiration was affiliated also for other beings, for example, 

some inspirations can be sent into human heart by demons, therefore there are different types of 
revelations. But the Divine revelation/inspiration means that God causes something to enter the soul of 
the person that causes them to become certain that it has come from God. So, we have general/natural 
revelations for all creatures and special revelations (prophetic). (M. Mustafa Çakmakl o lu. Rasyonel 
bilgi ile ilhami/Ledünni bilginin özelli i, Tasavvuf el kitab , Editör K. Özköse, 56-65) 

4 According to them revelation is a transfer of information/knowledge to all created beings by their 
Creator in a hidden way, which happens suddenly and directly, without a specific form and imaginary 
presentation 

5 M.Mustafa Çakmakl o lu. Sufilerin vahiy telakkisi. Tasavvuf el kitab , Editör K. Özköse, 61 
6 According to Gazzâlî, Ibn Khaldun and Zabîdî there are two layers in the human heart: first suitable for 

perceiving the realm of the senses, and second for perceiving the realm of gayb and angelic realm, but 
in order to be able to contact with gayb the person must make a great straggle and purify his heart from 
all kinds of evil. If this happens, the veils of gayb will be lifted and the knowledge from God or angels 
will come to the heart of sufi. Ibn Arabi describes the light of cognition as kalb, ruh or ayn al-basiret. 
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kalb) must meet several important criteria: it cannot bring new sharia precepts 
(this mission has been entrusted only to the selected prophets), but may include 
new explanations of existing rules, and it is not indisputable type of knowledge 
in the absolute sense, so does not have to be accepted by all people. The 
question of the reliability of such knowledge is another controversial issue of 
this process.1 According to Hakim Nizami the true poets, who are actually Sufi 
poets, receive their inspirations from the same source as prophets. This 
upgrades the position of Sufi poets to the status just below that of prophecy, 
which is the place of gnostics (evliya or arif) in Sufism. 

In our opinion, Nizami Ganjavi clearly revealed his Sufi identity in the 
masnavi poem Makhzen Al-Asrar by considering almost all basic problems of 
Sufi path and giving almost scientific definitions for many fundamental Sufi 
concepts. At the first glance it seems that he did not go to the discussion about 
deep theoretical subjects of Sufism, such as Senai, Attar, Mevlana Rumi and 
Jami, but a closer reading and comparison with the poetry of other Sufi poets 
made by Shamy Efendi shows that Makhzen Al-Asrar has a similar context 
with other Sufi tractates. An important issue that also draws our attention, in 
particular, is that the concepts of Wahdat al-Vujud, Hakikat-i Muhammadiye or 
Perfect Man (insan-i kamil), which were elaborated in detail by Ibn Arabi and 
his followers later, are handled within almost the same framework by Nizami 
Ganjavi.2 

The metaphorical language of Nizami Ganjavi’s poetry is similar to that of 
the texts written by other great masters of Persian gnosis: Mevlana Rumi, 
Attar, Ahmad Gazali, Hafiz and we are coming upon the same allegorical 
rendering of Islamic doctrine of Sufism here. In his masnavi poems different 
objects from all levels of creation are always in close communication with each 
other; cosmic objects, objects of inanimate nature, minerals, plants, animals, 
birds, parts of human body. It is worth noting that in the different couplets of 
Makhzen Al-Asrar we came across almost all of the birds aforesaid in Attar's 
Mantiku't-tayr (The Conference of the Birds); Simorgh, hoopoe, finch, parrot, 
partridge, falcon, nightingale, peacock, cock pheasant, pigeon and hawk. The 
detailed review of the original text of Makhzen Al-Asrar revealed many 
similarities between the narrative styles of Nizami Ganjavi and Mevlana Rumi; 
they used similar terminology and metaphors for description many basic Sufi 
concepts, especially for description spiritual states (hal) and similar idioms 
like: “In the field of love the human mind sinks into the mud like a donkey”, 
“the head of the mind (aql) must be cut off in front of Prophet Muhammad 
(s.a.s.)”, “the face of the sun cannot be plastered with slime” and so on. In 
addition, Mevlana Rumi himself was very influenced by Nizami Ganjavi’s 
poetry and mentioned his name with great respect many times in own literary 
works.  
                                                            
1 See: Re at Öngören, Bir bilgi kayna  olarak tasavvufta ke fin de eri, stanbul Üniversitesi, lahiyat 

Fakültesi dergisi, Nisan 5, 2012 
2 Famous Iranian scholar, philosopher and literator, author of fundamental books on Persian Art and 

Mysticism, Dr. Hossein Mohyeddin Ghomshei, better known as Dr. Elahi Ghomshei supports our 
thoughts, look: 

    : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9HyCiSMqCc0  

68



During our study, we have once again witnessed that Nizami Ganjavi, a 
great scholar with extensive knowledge in various fields of Islamic thought, 
science, literature and philosophy, and a Sufi sage at the same time, who was 
acquainted with the secrets of spiritual world and human soul, was able to 
synthesize all own accumulations with great skill. This gave him the 
opportunity to make important general determinations, like the definition of the 
ontological position of Sufi poets and the prescription of basic criteria for 
distinguishing Sufi poetry from other types of poetry. It is obvious that the 
masnavi poem Makhzen Al-Asrar is a Sufi tractate in the field of adab; one of 
the comprehensive concepts of Sufism which includes ethics, decency and 
behaviour. As far as we understand, Nizami Ganjavi did not consider this 
concept as a set of moral principles governing a person's behaviour, but as an 
acquirement that should be placed at the center of the daily life of people from 
all ranks of the society, beginning from dervishes and ending in Sultans.1 
Iranian scholars Vahid Hassan Destdgirdy, Bakhruz Servetiyan, writer and 
literature researcher Hossein Elahi Ghomshei, scientist and thinker Seyyed 
Hossein Nasr, Western scholars Asker Abu Gohrab, W.C. Chittik, Azerbaijani 
literature researchers Sirajaddin Haji, Nezaket Mammadli, Anar Gafarov and 
many others identify Nizami Ganjavi as a Sufi poet. Seyyed Hossein Nasr's 
assessment of Nizami Ganjavi fully supports our thoughts on this issue: “By 
reflecting the highest gnostic and philosophical truths in the mirror of Persian 
poetry, Nizami Ganjavi managed to reveal the mysteries of the hidden world 
(gayb) in the dress of the world of manifestation and created masnavi poems of 
great beauty. This great thinker was a unique artist, who, to a large extent, 
provided the formal structure for the Masnavi of Jalaleddin Rumi”, so we can 
say that Mevlana Rumi described the meaning/spirit of Islamic Sufism and 
Nizami Ganjavi its practical use/ body, and it is impossible to have one without 
other. 2  
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1 Adab- behaviour, all of the requirements of Sufi etiquette and discipline. Adab is an Arabic term, refers 

to proper demeanour or "courtesy" as well as to the broader categories of refined literature and culture. 
Each of the Sufi orders has had its own distinctive brand of adab. Sufi authors have produced many 
texts outlining the details of the adab of their respective organizations. Although in general modes of 
behavior tend to be predominantly ordinary and often mundane, the category encompasses a wide range 
of practices. (The A to Z of Sufism by John Renard,50) 

2 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Hakîm Nizami Ganjawi's worldview and philosophical outlook, 200 
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