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Abstract

One of the less explored types of ambiguity (izam) in Hafez’s poetry
is the polysemy or multiple interpretations resulting from “variant
readings”. Today, we are faced with a large number of ancient
manuscripts of Hafez’s works, filled with textual variations and
diverse readings by scribes. Although these variations are a major
factor in the emergence of different versions and critical editions of
certain debated verses, sometimes this multiplicity does not stem from
manuscript discrepancies but rather from the differences in how
readers interpret or vocalize a particular word or phrase. This
phenomenon can open the way to uncovering a unique type of
ambiguity in Hafez’s poetry.In this article, drawing on Reception
Theory and reader-oriented hermeneutics—which emphasize the
conscious and unconscious role of the reader in meaning-making and
consider diverse interpretations and readings both possible and
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inevitable—we offer a fresh perspective on the issue of variant
readings in Hafez’s poetry. We investigate whether, instead of the
conventional practice among commentators of privileging one reading
over others, embracing the legitimacy of multiple readings of a single
phrase could lead to the discovery of a lesser-studied form of
ambiguity in Hafez’s work. A case study of the variant reading
“savad-e sehr/sahar” reveals how the reader’s intervention in
selecting or combining readings creates a new type of ambiguity in
which both author and reader share in the production of meaning.
Accordingly, variant readings in Hafez’s Divan can be seen not as an
obstacle but as a platform for semantic openness and textual

polyphony.

1. Introduction

Ambiguity (iham) is a central literary device in Hafez’s poetry. While
rhetorical handbooks list various types of ambiguity, the polysemy
created by textual variants has received little attention. This article,
through the framework of Reception Theory, explores whether
multiple interpretations resulting from such variants can be considered
a distinct form of iham intrinsic to Hafez’s poetry.

2. Literature Review

Hermeneutical readings of Hafez have grown significantly in recent
decades, from Dariush Ashouri’s Ontology of Hafez (1998) to Saleh
Kakooei’s Hafez and Hermeneutics (2021). Other relevant studies
include Rihani (2018), Amirinezhad (2011), Hajian & Davari (2015),
Jowari  (2005), and Namvar-Motlag (2008). However, no
comprehensive research has yet examined textual variants specifically
through the lens of Reception Theory.

3. Methodology

This descriptive—analytical study relies on library sources, with
theoretical grounding in Jauss’s and Iser’s reception aesthetics. Data
are drawn from extant editions and commentaries of Hafez’s Divan.
The analysis proceeds on three levels: (1) intra-textual (lexical,
syntactic, rhetorical structures); (2) intertextual (comparison with
literary and mystical traditions); and (3) hermeneutical (reader’s role
in meaning-making, horizon of expectations, and textual gaps).
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4. Findings and Discussion

Reception Theory, developed by Jauss and lIser in the late twentieth
century, emphasizes the active role of readers in constructing
meaning. Jauss’s concept of the horizon of expectations highlights
how each reader interprets a text within a cultural and historical
framework, while Iser stresses the significance of textual “gaps” that
invite readers to participate in meaning-making. Together, these
perspectives challenge traditional notions of fixed or authoritative
interpretation, proposing instead that literary meaning emerges in the
dynamic interaction between text and reader.

One important source of polysemy in the Divan is the lack of
diacritical marks in early manuscripts. Consider, for instance, verse 2
of ghazal no. 31, where the disputed word sahar may be read as sehr
(magic) or sahar (dawn). Each reading reflects a different horizon of
expectation: a reader steeped in the tradition of Persian love poetry
gravitates toward sehr, while a mystically oriented reader may prefer
sahar. From Iser’s perspective, this undecidability exemplifies the
text’s strategic gaps, where meaning is suspended and left for the
reader to resolve. The verse thus produces two distinct “implied
readers,” each co-creating a different, yet valid, poetic world.

5. Conclusion

The analysis shows that the absence of diacritical marks in early
manuscripts not only creates phonetic ambiguity but also directly
reshapes the semantic horizon of the verse. From Jauss’s viewpoint,
such variants have altered horizons of expectation across Hafez’s
reception history; from Iser’s perspective, they constitute textual
“gaps” that activate reader participation. Consequently, the traditional
debate over selecting the “most authentic reading” becomes
secondary. Rather than confining Hafez’s poetry to a single meaning,
all valid readings can be regarded as complementary pieces of a larger
puzzle, enriching the iham and polysemy of the Divan. In this sense,
textual variants not only represent a distinct form of ikam but also
provide a model for reinterpreting other classical Persian texts in light
of modern literary theory.

Keywords: Hafez, ambiguity of multiple readings, variant readings,
Reception Theory, savad-e sehr.
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