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Abstract

Persian literature has always served as a mirror reflecting the knowledge, beliefs, and cultural traditions of the Iranian people, among
which the reflection of popular beliefs in medicine and healing occupies a special place. The poets of the Azerbaijani style, living in an
environment rich in social and cultural interactions and familiar with diverse fields of knowledge, have skillfully employed medical and
healing concepts not only at a scientific level but also within the framework of popular beliefs. The purpose of this study is to examine
the manifestations of these beliefs in the works of prominent Azerbaijani-style poets, demonstrating how diseases, medicines, healing
methods, and medical superstitions have been employed in poetic imagery, the transmission of social meanings, and the expression of
cultural layers. The research method is descriptive—analytical, based on the collection of data from the divans and masnavis of the
mentioned poets and the content analysis of these texts. The findings indicate that Azerbaijani-style poets, by drawing upon medical
knowledge and popular medical beliefs, have enriched various dimensions of their poetry in creative ways. They have transcended the
literal meaning of physical illnesses, transforming them into metaphors for psychological and social suffering—for instance, expressions

99 <,

such as “the fever of desire,” “the dysentery of sin,” and “the madness of captivity” reveal the direct connection between physical
afflictions and human crises. Furthermore, these poets have employed such concepts in the realms of praise and satire, expanding the
semantic and expressive scope of their poetry through innovative imagery, such as turning a spear into a serpent that brings forth leprosy.
On the other hand, their emphasis on the helplessness of human medicine in the face of divine destiny demonstrates that they regarded
medicine not merely as a field of knowledge but as a means to express the human condition in relation to divine fate. Accordingly, a

profound understanding of these poets’ works is possible only through familiarity with the medical—cultural context of their time.

Keywords: popular beliefs, traditional medicine, healing, Persian poetry, Azerbaijani-style poets.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Persian literature has always mirrored the

diverse intellectual and cultural life of Iranian
civilization, serving as both a repository of
wisdom and a medium for the transmission of
collective beliefs. Within this vast heritage,
popular medical traditions occupy a distinctive
position that reveals how the people of each
historical era conceptualized health, disease,
and the relationship between the body and
fate. In the Azerbaijani stylistic period, poets

such as Khagani, Nizami Ganjavi, Falaki
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Shirvani, and Mujir al-Din Baylagani, writing in
an environment rich with scientific curiosity
and cultural syncretism, drew upon both
scholarly and vernacular understandings of
medicine. Their poetry not only incorporated
the technical vocabulary of traditional medical
science but transformed those terms into
expressive metaphors for psychological and
social experience. Thus, the intersection of

folk medicine and poetic imagination became

a distinctive feature of the Azerbaijani style.
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These poets treated ailments such as
smallpox, leprosy, fever, or madness as
symbolic vehicles for moral commentary and
social critique, revealing an intricate interplay
between knowledge, belief, and artistry (1).
The descriptive-analytical method of inquiry
situates these works within the intellectual
history of Islamic medicine, viewing poetry as
a cultural archive through which ancient
Iranian concepts of physiology and fate were
poetically negotiated.

From the perspective of folklore studies, folk
medicine represents a crucial component of
the intangible heritage transmitted orally
across generations. The very notion of
folklore—coined by William John Thoms to
replace the term “popular antiquities”—refers
to those collective habits, customs, songs, and
superstitions that survive within a community
(1). In this sense, the medical imagination of
Persian poetry can be seen as a continuation
of cultural patterns grounded in oral belief. The
poets of the Azerbaijani school, who lived at
the crossroads of scientific learning and
popular religiosity, internalized these traditions
into their imagery. Diseases such as aubleh
(smallpox), istiska (dropsy), or umm al-subyan
(epilepsy of children) became metaphors for
moral corruption, divine trial, or the frailty of
human reason. Through these symbolic
translations, the poets aligned themselves with
both the rationalist physicians of the Greco-
Islamic  tradition—Avicenna (Ibn  Sina)
foremost among them—and with the common
medicine

people  whose  experiential

emphasized fate, purity, and divine will (8).
This dual orientation produced a literary
discourse where empirical observation
merged with metaphysical reflection, turning
the human body into a stage for theological
and ethical contemplation.

The integration of popular medical beliefs into
poetry is especially evident in the treatment of
smallpox. Early physicians considered it a
manifestation of the impure maternal blood
absorbed by the fetus, a view echoed by
Khagani, who used the belief allegorically to
condemn tyranny: just as the child who feeds
on impure blood is marked by pustules, the
oppressor who lives on the blood of others will
bear moral blemishes (5, 6). Nizami Ganjavi
extended this understanding, warning of
contagion and advising the separation of
infected children—an intuitive anticipation of
epidemiological reasoning (7). The
moralization of disease reveals a continuity
between medical folklore and ethical
didacticism. Similarly, conditions like ate$-e
parsi (herpes) or hemorrhoids were not merely
physiological references but signifiers of
spiritual inflammation and social disorder. By
translating bodily pathology into metaphoric
speech, poets made the lexicon of folk
medicine a rhetorical device for introspection
and satire. This practice confirms earlier
observations that mastery of medical
terminology was a hallmark of eloquence in
classical Persian rhetoric (2, 4).

Beyond metaphor, the poets also preserved

the materia medica and therapeutic customs
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of their time, thereby turning verse into an
ethnographic record of pre-modern healing.
References to herbs such as faawaniya
(peony) appear in relation to the treatment of
children’s epilepsy, echoing Avicenna’s and
Jurjani’'s recommendations that the plant’s
fumes or amulets could repel the spirit
believed to cause seizures (1, 13). Khagani,
with characteristic wit, reimagined this belief to
critigue theological deviations, likening the
Kaaba to the peony root protecting Islam from
heresy. In another example, the use of charms
such as the fever string—a braided cord tied
with ritual knots to draw out the patient’s
heat—was transformed by Khagani and
Baylagani into a metaphor for existential
entanglement (15). The poets’ allusions to
these vernacular cures demonstrate their
familiarity with daily healing rituals, while their
recontextualization of such practices into
spiritual allegory highlights the dialogic
relationship between learned and popular
culture. Their verses thus function as cultural
palimpsests, preserving empirical observation
beneath layers of poetic figuration.

The same intertwining of science and
symbolism extends to their depictions of
chronic and stigmatized illnesses. Diseases
such as leprosy (juzam), vitiligo (baras), or
hydropic swelling (istiskd) were not only
medically described by authorities like
Avicenna but also invested with moral and
cosmological meaning in poetry. Khaqani’s
likening of a tyrant’s corruption to leprosy,
curable only by the “spear of justice,” derives

from the belief that serpent meat could heal the
affliction—a notion attested in classical
pharmacopoeias (5, 19). Falaki Shirvani,
following similar logic, imagined the spear of a
warrior as a venomous serpent whose strike
inflicted or cured disease, thereby merging
medical lore with martial praise (9).
Meanwhile, the poets’ concern with mental
and neurological disorders such as hamaqgat
(folly) or ahwaliyya (strabismus) reflected
contemporary physiological theories that
linked madness to cold humors and cerebral
imbalance (8). Through such references, the
poets implicitly engaged with philosophical
anthropology, portraying the human mind as a
fragile equilibrium between reason and
temperament. Their verses became vehicles
for exploring the pathology of desire and pride
under the guise of medical discourse.

Interdisciplinary analysis of these texts
confirms that Persian poetry of the Azerbaijani
style operated simultaneously as aesthetic
expression and cultural documentation. Works
such as Khamsa and Divan-e Khagani encode
an entire epistemology of the body, where
divine destiny, humoral theory, and folk
superstition coexist. The poets employed
medical diction to articulate the limits of human
agency: when the “sugar of Isfahan” and
“rosewater therapy” fail to cure fever, Khagani
laments the futility of medicine before the
decree of fate (14, 17). The recurrence of
pharmacological imagery—sugar, opium,
musk, or snake-broth—attests to a worldview

in which natural remedies were both physical
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substances and moral symbols. By situating
these references within a descriptive-
analytical framework, the present
interpretation reveals that Azerbaijani-style
poetry does not simply reproduce medical
knowledge but transforms it into a moral
phenomenology of suffering and redemption.
Each disease serves as a metaphorical
laboratory where the poet examines the
tension between human helplessness and
divine providence, echoing the theological
subtext of medieval Iranian medicine, which
perceived healing as contingent upon both
empirical skill and celestial will (10, 18).

In conclusion, the convergence of folk beliefs,
traditional medicine, and poetic imagination in
the works of Azerbaijani-style poets
demonstrates the porous boundaries between
science, culture, and spirituality in Persian
intellectual history. Their verses capture not
only the clinical realities and therapeutic
customs of medieval Iran but also the
collective metaphysics through which people
interpreted illness and cure. By transforming
diseases into symbols of moral and existential
struggle, these poets endowed the body with
metaphoric agency and converted medical
discourse into a language of wisdom. The
study of such texts thus contributes to broader
interdisciplinary dialogues among literary
criticism, cultural anthropology, and the history
of medicine, affirming that the healing
imagination of Persian poetry remains an
indispensable archive of humanity’s search for

meaning in suffering and health alike.
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