Yūsuf and Zulayk̲h̲ā

, a popular story in mediaeval Islamic literature.

1. In Persian literature.

The Biblical story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife, who later received the name of Zulayk̲h̲ā, entered into Persian literature mainly through Arabic sources, consisting first of Sūrat Yūsuf (XII) of the Ḳurʾān, and then of commentaries on this “most beautiful of stories” and traditions on the lives of ancient Prophets ( ḳiṣaṣ al-anbiyāʾ [ q.v.]). The many additions to the story as it was told in the holy scriptures were derived from the Hebrew Midrash and Christian works in Syriac (cf. the studies by M. Grünbaum), which were further elaborated in the post-Ḳurʾānic Muslim sources. An immediate influence of the former on Persian versions is unlikely, except in the case of Judaeo-Persian literature.

The Persian versions include full narratives, but also episodic anecdotes and incidental references which occur in prose works, didactic and lyrical poetry and even in drama. The motif was particularly suited to be used by Ṣūfī writers and poets as one of the most important models of the relationship between the manifestation of Divine beauty in the world and the loving soul of the mystic.

Persian commentaries on sūra XII often provide a mystical reading of the story, for instance in the 6th/12th-centurytafsīr of Maybudī [ q.v.]. An earlier commentary focussing on this Ḳurʾānic story is Anīs al-murīdīn wa-rawḍat al-muḥibbīn by Abu ’l-Ḳāsim Maḥmūd b. Ḥasan D̲j̲ayhānī, which was wrongly attributed to the Ṣūfī s̲h̲ayk̲h̲al-Anṣārī al-Harawī [ q.v.] (see R. Levy, in JRAS [1929], 103-6). In 475/1082-3, the text was incorporated into Abū Naṣr Buk̲h̲ārī’s Tād̲j̲ al-ḳiṣaṣ, a ¶ collection of prophetic legends (cf. Storey, i, 159, 1208, 1251; Lazard, La langue des plus anciens monuments de la prose persane, Paris 1963, 96). Many similar works are extant, the most notable among them being Ḏj̲āmiʿ laṭaʾif al-basātīn, or al-Sittīn al-d̲j̲āmiʿ, by Tād̲j̲ al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī (Storey, i, 29, 1195; Storey-Bregel’, i, 185; ed. M. Raws̲h̲an, Tehran 1345 s̲h̲./1966, repr. Tehran 2526S̲h̲āhans̲h̲āhī/1977); Ḥadāʾiḳ al-ḥaḳāʾiḳ (known also by other titles) by Mullā Muʿīn al-Dīn Farāhī Miskīn (d. 907/1501-2; see Storey-Bregel’, i, 125-6, iii, 1337; ed. Sayyid D̲j̲. Sad̲j̲d̲j̲ādī, Tehran 1346/1967-8); andKas̲h̲f al-arwāḥ or ϒūsuf-nāma, by Pīr D̲j̲amāl Ardistānī (d. 879/1474-5; Munzawī, i, 55). As far as their contents are concerned, they do not differ much from the collections of edifying tales which also include both general and specialised writings (listed in Storey, i, 168-72; supplemented in Storey-Bregel’, i, 529-36, iii, 1409-13).

To the Ṣūfīs, the Yūsuf story became a rich source of motifs to be used as examples for key concepts of their discourse. ʿAyn al-Ḳuḍāt al-Hamad̲h̲ānī [ q.v.] saw the Sūra from the beginning to end as a parable of “God’s way” (rāh-i K̲h̲udā), which the mystic should travel ( Nāmahā, ed. ʿAlī-Naḳī Munzawī and ʿAfīf ʿUsayrān, Tehran 1348-50 s̲h̲./1969-71, i, 366-8), more specifically of “the way of love”: to understand the meaning of this story one should have the nature of a Zulayk̲h̲ā and the nickname of a Mad̲j̲nūn [ q.v.] ( ibid., ii, 130). According to Rūzbihān Baḳlī [ q.v.], it contains emblems of two different kinds of love: the passion of a lover as well as the devotion of a father to his lost son ( ʿAbhar al-ʿās̲h̲iḳīn, ed. H. Corbin and M. Muʿīn, Tehran-Paris 1958, 9; see also al-Hud̲j̲wirī [ q.v.], Kas̲h̲f al-maḥd̲j̲ūb, tr. R.A. Nicholson, London 1911, 310). In his allegory of mystical love, S̲h̲ihāb al-Dīn Yaḥyā al-Suhrawardī [ q.v.] introduced Yūsuf as the personification of eternal beauty as it is manifested in the created world ( Muʾnis al-aḥrār, in al-Suhrawardī, Oeuvres philosophiques et mystiques, ii, ed. S.Ḥ. Naṣr and H. Corbin, Tehran-Paris 1970, 267-91).

As far as we at present know, the story was first treated in narrative poetry by Abu ’l-Muʾayyad Balk̲h̲ī ( fl. 4th/10th century) and Bak̲h̲tiyārī, a poet who cannot now be identified. Their works have perished, but they are both mentioned as predecessors by the still unidentified writer of a mat̲h̲nawī entitled ϒūsuf u Zulayk̲h̲ā, probably dating from the 5th/11th century. It is extant now in at least two different redactions, the number of its distichs varying between 6,500 and 9,000 (cf. Rieu, ii, 545-6). The manuscripts show considerable discrepancies in the introductory parts of the poem, and these seriously aggravate the problem of the true authorship of this poem. It was composed in the mutaḳārib metre, also used in the S̲h̲āh-nāma. For long it has indeed been regarded as a work by Firdawsī [ q.v.], an attribution which can be found already in the prose introduction to the redaction of theS̲h̲āh-nāma made in 829/1425-6 for the Tīmūrid prince Bāysung̲h̲ur [ q.v.]. According to some copies, the poet is said to have turned away from the writing of poems about ancient Iranian heroes to devote himself to a more pious subject. There are also passages indicating an origin in western Persia, but they do not match other facts known about Firdawsī’s life. His authorship was accepted, among others, by the translator O. Schlechta-Wssehrd and the editors H. Ethé and Ḥ.M. Ṣiddīḳ, but has been challenged in recent scholarship. As an alternative, Saʿīd Nafīsī proposed the name of Amānī, an otherwise unknown poet who seemed to mention himself in a line of the poem which can, however, also be read differently. The most reliable ¶ clue for the dating is a dedication, found in one manuscript, to S̲h̲ams al-Dawla Ṭug̲h̲āns̲h̲āh, the son of Alp Arslān, who in the second half of the 5th/11th century acquired a reputation as a patron of the poets at his court in Harāt [see sald̲j̲ūḳids. VII. 1. Literature ]. The poem still awaits a critical edition and a systematic investigation of its textual history (for a recent status quaestionis, see F. de Blois, in Storey-de Blois, v/2, 576-84).

In the “Firdawsī” version, the story is framed by the life of Yūsuf’s father, the prophet Yaʿḳūb, and is told on the lines of traditional prophetic legend. Wahb b. Munabbih and his “son” Kaʿb al-Aḥbār, famous transmitters of the Isrāʿīliyyāt [q.v.], are mentioned as spokesmen. The religious significance of the subject is emphasised, but no mystical meanings are implied. There are several miraculous traits and emotional episodes are elaborated in particular. The poem is an interesting specimen of the romantic mat̲h̲nawī before the time of Niẓāmī [ q.v.].

In spite of its relative obscurity in the history of Persian literature, the impact of this poem is noticeable in later works, the oldest among which is the Judaeo-Persian version by S̲h̲āhīn-i S̲h̲īrāzī [ q.v.]. It is as a part of hismat̲h̲nawī on the Book of Genesis, now known as the Beres̲h̲it-nāma, written ca. 1358 in the metrehazad̲j̲-i musaddas-i maḥd̲h̲ūf Although S̲h̲āhīn was familiar with Hebrew sources, he based his work mainly on the Persian Muslim tradition, in particular the “Firdawsī” version (cf. Bacher, 117-24).

The most celebrated version in Persian was undoubtedly written by Mullā ʿAbd al-Raḥmān D̲j̲āmī [ q.v.] in 888/1483 as one of the parts of his K̲h̲amsa [ q.v.]. The subject takes the place of Niẓāmī’s K̲h̲usraw wa S̲h̲īrīn, with which this poem shares some features, including the metre, which happens to be the same as that used by S̲h̲āhīn. D̲j̲āmī turned the story into a mystical allegory explaining in numerous asides the spiritual teachings implied. The love story is placed in the foreground so that Zulayk̲h̲ā’s role becomes equal to that ofYūsuf. As a pair they personify the epiphany of eternal beauty and the responses to it on the part of the loving human soul.

D̲j̲āmī had many imitators, most of whom met with little success (see Munzawī, iv, 3331-46). The only exception is the ϒūsuf wa Zulayk̲h̲ā by Mullā Farruk̲h̲ Ḥusayn Nāẓim [ q.v.], a poet of the 11th/17th century at the court of the Beglerbeg ʿAbbās Ḳulī K̲h̲ān at Harāt. Although he mainly followed D̲j̲āmī’s poem, he also refers to Firdawsī as a predecessor. Nāẓim’s poem gained some popularity, especially in Central Asia. It was printed at Lucknow 1286/1869-70, and Tashkent 1322/1904-5; fragments were quoted by Hermann Ethé in the notes to his edition of the “Firdawsī” version.

The story of Yūsuf offered a very rich store of motifs to poets of lyrical g̲h̲azals which were not exclusively used in a religious context. In love poetry, Yūsuf appears as the supreme example of male beauty. To call a beloved person “another Yūsuf” or “the Yūsuf of the age” constituted a strong hyperbole. In nature scenes, the rose is a said to be aYūsuf, reigning over the Egypt of the meadow. The story of his career provided the contrast between suffering and glory. This is often succinctly expressed by a pun on the words čāh (“the pit”) and d̲j̲āh (“honour”). The dimple in the beloved’s chin is compared to the pit. Other elements of the story frequently used by g̲h̲azal poets are Yaʿḳūb’s weeping over the separation from his son, his retirement to the “house of sorrows” ( bayt al-aḥzān), his blindness and the recognition of Yūsuf’s shirt by the smell, Zulayk̲h̲ā being drawn from behind ¶ her chaste veil by her passion, and the Egyptian ladies who cut their hands instead of the oranges (for examples in g̲h̲azals, see Daniel Meneghini Correale and Riccardo Zipoli, The collected Lirica persica, i, Venice 1998). In the didactical mat̲h̲nawīs of Sanāʾī, ʿAṭṭār, D̲j̲alāl al-Dīn Rūmī, Saʿdī [ q.vv.] and others, the story is represented both through anecdotes and incidental references.

The aspect of suffering inherent in Yūsuf as a narrative character provided an obvious parallel to the martyrdom of al-Ḥusayn b. ʿAlī [ q.v.]. In the mat̲h̲nawī ascribed to Firdawsī, God’s wish to comfort Muḥammad for the future suffering of his grandson is said to have been the reason for the revelation of Sūra XII. In ϒūsufīyya, an outspokenly S̲h̲īʿī work written by Muḥammad Hādī Nāyīnī between 1243-50/1827-34, the stories of Yūsuf and al-Ḥusayn are brought together (Storey, i, 172; Storey-Bregel’, i, 527). The cruel handling of Yūsuf by his brothers was also adopted in the repertoire of passion plays [see taʿziya ]. Popular prints of Yūsuf’s story are still being sold in Iran (cf. U. Marzolph, Dāstān-e Širin, Stuttgart 1994, 69-70).
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¶
2. In Turkish literature.

The revealed story of the prophet Yūsuf, amplified by authenticated commentaries, occupies a central place in al-Rabg̲h̲ūzī’s [ q.v.] prose stories of the Prophets in K̲h̲ wārazmian Turkish, with interspersed poetry, completed in 710/1310. The author gives the arguments for its being the best of stories. Yūsuf, the dreamer of dreams, favourite of his father, cast into a well by his brothers, rescued and sold to the master of a caravan, led into Egypt, encounters the female protagonist, Zulayk̲h̲ā, the wife of the mighty one of Egypt, ʿAzīz Miṣr [ q.v.] named Ḳiṭfīr [ q.v.]. Her beauty is second only to that of Yūsuf. She wishes to commit adultery with him; Yūsuf is acquitted but goes to prison, where he interprets dreams. Zulayk̲h̲ā’s love is eventually rewarded when as an aged, blind and poor widow, she is brought before Yūsuf. She recovers her youth, her beauty, and her sight, and D̲j̲ibrīl performs their marriage (cf. that of Fāṭima [ q.v.]). Zulayk̲h̲a is a virgin, Ḳiṭfīr having been an eunuch. They live together for eighteen years and have seven children.

The story provided enough realistic detail and drama to make it part of the “romantic” mat̲h̲nawī [ q.v.] tradition. The divinely-attested inclination of Yūsuf toward Zulayk̲h̲ā (Ḳurʾān, XII, 24) could be invoked subliminally in every rendering of Zulayk̲h̲ā’s hopeless illicit love; a love that eventually mutated into contemplation of the divine beauty personified in Yūsuf.

Ḥamdī [ q.v.] completed his Ottoman Turkish version soon after D̲j̲āmī [ q.v.] in 897/1492. His mat̲h̲nawī, written in the k̲h̲afīf metre interspersed with ghazals, is considered the best Turkish poem on the theme. Putting some emphasis on Yūsuf and his envious brothers, Ḥamdī devotes much space to Zulayk̲h̲a, the daughter of King Taymūs, who marries Ḳiṭfīr by mistake, having fallen in love with Yūsuf in a dream; her attempts to obtain her desire by entreaty and by craft, and Yūsuf’s almost faltering resolution, flight, and imprisonment; his appointment as ʿazīz of Egypt, followed by the death of Zulayk̲h̲ā’s husband, are described.

She ages through grief and is reduced to poverty and blindness, but turns in penitence to God and finds favour in His eyes. Yūsuf marries Zulayk̲h̲a. whose beauty and sight are restored to her; her love, however, has passed from love for Yūsuf to the love of the divine beauty, so that she flees from him and they are equal in their love. Reunited with his father and brothers, Yūsuf dies. Zulayk̲h̲a dies on his grave ( HOP, ii, 151-72).

More research is needed into the old Turkish versions mentioned in ḳiṣṣa . 3 (a), including that by S̲h̲ayyād Ḥamza [ q.v.]; a Mamlūk version in Anatolian Turkish was composed by Ḍarīr [ q.v.]; and a Čag̲h̲atay rendering was completed in 874/1469 by Ḥāmidī. For Kemālpas̲h̲azāde’s and Yaḥyā Beg’s [ q.vv.] versions, see mat̲h̲nawī. Fuḍūlī’s [ q.v.] often-illustrated Ḥadīḳat al-suʿadāʾ, recounting stories and legends of prophets and saints, contains scenes from the life of the prophet Yūsuf and of Zulayk̲h̲ā’s love for him.
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