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Abstract

The transformations of the modern world in art, literature, poetry, and the ghazal—the national poetic form of Iran—have
brought about significant shifts. Attention to the issue of meta-form and its subcategories, including maximal and minimal
ghazals, represents one of the neo-formal developments in contemporary ghazal poetry. Both types of ghazal are word-
centered and grounded in a belief in the word—human relationship. In both forms, changes have emerged in form, content,
language, and structure. The maximal ghazal, in its movement toward becoming increasingly word-centered, has drawn
upon the tools of narrative fiction, philosophical prose, drama, and other genres, generating through inter-generic synergy a
unified text. It is a polyphonic ghazal in which each character possesses its own distinct voice, yet all serve the integrity of
the whole. The minimal ghazal draws upon the mental forms of the fragment, quatrain, allegorical ghazal, volumetric ghazal,
documentary ghazal, and the cut-section ghazal. It is transparent, with bare vocabulary, and characterized by minimal use of
literary devices and rhetorical embellishments. By employing characteristics of maximalism and minimalism in art, these
two types of ghazal have managed to establish an independent style of composition, and some contemporary poets, in
response to individual developments and societal changes, experiment with both forms. This dual mode of composition can
be considered a sign of balance in today’s ghazal and of preserving the maximal aesthetic integrity of the genre.
Keywords: minimal ghazal, maximal ghazal, minimalist school, contemporary ghazal
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The modern transformation of Persian

poetry—especially the ghazal, regarded as the
national poetic form of Iran—has unfolded
through a complex interaction between
historical experience, linguistic innovation, and
aesthetic experimentation. With the entrance
of Iranian literary culture into modernity, poets
confronted new communicative needs, new
socio-cultural climates, and new expressive
expectations. These pressures prompted
significant shifts in poetic form, diction, and
thematic structure. Among the most influential
developments is the emergence of two distinct

yet interrelated modes: the minimal ghazal and
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the maximal ghazal. These modes are deeply
embedded in the wider intellectual debates
surrounding minimalism and maximalism in
global art and literature, while maintaining
distinctively Iranian conceptual and stylistic
identities. The minimal and maximal ghazals
share a foundational belief in the centrality of
the word, or what their theorists call kalam-
mahvar and ensan-kalemeh, yet they actualize
this belief in radically different aesthetic
trajectories. Minimal ghazals pursue brevity,
compression, existential clarity, and linguistic
bareness, drawing upon earlier experiments in
minimal narratives and minimal poetry and

influenced by ideas surrounding the “living
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word” and kollimeh-shahrvandi. Maximal
ghazals, conversely, embrace expansion,
multiplicity, inter-generic fusion, and narrative
polyphony. Both modes, however, belong to a
broader  continuum of  neo-formalist
experimentation that has reshaped Persian
ghazal writing in the last two decades. Their
shared genealogy is grounded in the evolution
of the post-Constitutional ghazal, the
emergence of neoclassical reformulations, the
influence of Nima Yushij and the free-verse
movement, and the complex formations of
postmodern poetic sensibilities. In this regard,
the extended history of innovation—from the
neoclassical efforts of Fereydoun Tavallali, the
modernized romanticism of Hussein Monzavi,
to the hybrid strategies of Simin Behbahani—
provides the conceptual soil in which minimal
and maximal ghazals have flourished,
indicating how the Persian ghazal
continuously absorbs and reconfigures global
intellectual  shifts while preserving its
indigenous structural essence (1).

The minimal ghazal, as theorized by Arash
Azarpayk and the adherents of the Arianism
school, emerges from a philosophy that treats
the word as a living entity endowed with
intrinsic agency. This perspective rejects strict
materialist minimalism; instead, it embraces a
human-word ontology aligned with a belief in
the organic vitality of linguistic units (2).
Minimal ghazals cultivate transparency, verbal
nakedness, and extreme economy, far
removed from traditional ornamentalism. They

rely on minimal rhetorical devices and resist

excessive imagery, insisting that poeticity
must arise from the narrative essence itself
rather than from external embellishment (3).
This commitment aligns with the existential
conditions of contemporary life, where brevity
governs communication and emotional
exchanges are increasingly compressed, as
suggested by the observation that in the
modern technological era even the speech of
lovers has been reduced to short text
messages—a socio-cultural shift that gives
rise to a new aesthetics of concision (4).
Stylistically, the minimal ghazal employs a set
of highly codified mental forms that guide its
internal architecture. These include the
fragment-like quatrain form, which uses the
final line as a unifying strike of meaning; the
documentary  form,  which preserves
naturalistic imagery without imaginative
distortion; the volumetric or hajm form, which
uses symbolic leaps rather than linear
storytelling (7); and the icon-driven form based
on stable symbolic units that resist personal
distortion (9). Additionally, the representational
form of  allegorical ghazal, which
communicates ethical or existential insight
through emotionally charged yet non-didactic
storytelling (8), and the slice-of-life form, which
captures an ordinary, fleeting moment with
minimal narrative curvature (3), further
demonstrate the structural diversity of minimal
ghazal. These techniques converge to
produce a poetic mode that is intensely
condensed  yet

emotionally  resonant,

existentially probing yet formally disciplined,
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demonstrating how minimalism can serve as a
deeply expressive mode within Persian literary
tradition.

The maximal ghazal, conversely, operates in
an entirely different aesthetic register.
Emerging from the same intellectual
environment that generated Arianism and its
doctrine of the “word-citizen,” the maximal
ghazal extends the boundaries of the
traditional form through inter-generic fusion
and narrative proliferation. In this mode, the
ghazal remains formally identifiable yet
expansively reimagined, often extending to
more than one hundred verses while
preserving structural coherence. What
distinguishes the maximal ghazal is its
commitment to faraform—a meta-form that
encompasses multiple subsidiary forms,
allowing the ghazal to integrate the
conventions of drama, narrative fiction,
philosophical prose, free-verse lineation, and
even cinematic montage. By incorporating
these genres, the maximal ghazal becomes a
polyphonic space in which characters, objects,
symbols, and punctuation marks speak with
autonomous voices, creating a stratified
network of dialogues, monologues, and
interior soliloquies (5). Its lineation sometimes
approaches the free verse of Nima Yushij, with
broken hemistichs that emphasize rhythmic
shifts or semantic disjunctions (12).
Narratively, the maximal ghazal thrives on the
interplay of multiple standpoints: narrator,
writer, character, and even typographical

signs. These voices interact within a vertical

axis of meaning that binds the text into an
inseparable whole, such that removing even a
single couplet destabilizes the narrative
architecture  (10). Furthermore, maximal
ghazals frequently employ the tarji“band form
or other refrain-based strategies to mark
interior transformation, emotional modulation,
or perspectival shifts within the narrative.
Symbolic density, psychological layering,
phenomenological analysis of characters, and
the fusion of contradictory emotions—fear with
desire, humility with audacity—demonstrate
how maximal ghazals incorporate what might
be termed a literary unity of opposites. This
synthesis reflects a philosophical orientation in
which variable forms, mutable perspectives,
and heterogeneous emotions converge into a
unified poetic system shaped by the conditions
of contemporary Iranian society (13). Through
these mechanisms, the maximal ghazal
achieves both narrative expansiveness and
lyrical coherence, offering a distinctly modern
yet traditionally anchored reformulation of the
Persian ghazal.

A comparative reading of minimal and
maximal ghazals reveals both shared
foundations and profound divergences. Both
forms prioritize the primacy of the word and
embrace the belief that the word possesses
existential agency within an expanded field of
poetic meaning. Both draw upon multiple
mental forms and incorporate colloquial
language, narrative concerns, and social or
existential anxieties. Yet minimal ghazals

employ these foundations to cultivate
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reduction, lucidity, and conceptual
concentration, whereas maximal ghazals use
them to justify multiplicity, heteroglossia, and
discursive expansion. In minimal ghazals,
meaning arises from the elimination of
rhetorical excess; in maximal ghazals,
meaning arises from the interaction of
proliferating  narrative strands. Minimal
ghazals depend on brevity, subtle shifts of
perspective, and a carefully calibrated
narrative economy. Maximal ghazals rely on
dense layering of voices, emotional plurality,
intertextual references, and meta-narrative
commentary. Minimal ghazals draw heavily on
forms like quatrain-based strikes, allegory,
volumetric leaps, and slice-of-life scenes (6,
11). Maximal ghazals, on the other hand,
incorporate dramatic dialogues, philosophical
digressions, long refrains, symbolic overtones,
psychological analyses, epiphanic ruptures,
and even typographical innovations. Despite
these contrasts, both forms remain committed
to reimagining the ghazal without severing it
from its deep historical roots, producing a
dynamic interplay between tradition and
modernity that continues to shape the
trajectory of contemporary Persian poetry.

These developments must also be
contextualized within  broader debates
regarding the relationship between minimalism
and maximalism in global art. Minimalism
emphasizes simplicity, reduction,
essentialism, and quietude; maximalism
embraces abundance, density, sensory

richness, and narrative proliferation. Yet as

theorists argue, these modes need not be
mutually exclusive; rather, they may coexist in
dynamic tension, each compensating for the
limitations of the other (13). This duality is
reflected in the coexistence of minimal and
maximal ghazals within the Iranian poetic
landscape, where poets often experiment with
both modes depending on personal
temperament, aesthetic intention, and socio-
historical context. The minimal ghazal’s
existential compression contrasts with the
maximal ghazal’s expansive architecture, yet
both forms respond to the complexities of
contemporary life—its fragmentation, its
excesses, its contradictions, and its urgent
need for expressive innovation. Their ongoing
evolution suggests that the Persian ghazal
remains not merely a preserved classical
tradition but a living, adaptive, and pluralistic
form capable of absorbing global movements
while generating uniquely local articulations of
poetic identity.
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