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Abstract

The story of Joseph and Zulaikha is one of the most enduring and influential religious and literary narratives in the Persian-
Tajik tradition. Over the centuries, it has inspired numerous works in Qur’anic exegesis, narrative prose, lyrical poetry, and
mystical literature. Within this narrative tradition, Zulaikha gradually emerged from a secondary figure in a religious account
into a complex, multidimensional, and highly symbolic literary character. The present study aims to identify the position of
Zulaikha in the poetic and prose texts of Persian-Tajik literature from the tenth to the fifteenth centuries CE and to examine
the process through which her image evolved across different literary genres. The research employs a descriptive-analytical
method and is based on the examination of major exegetical, narrative, and poetic texts related to the story of Joseph and
Zulaikha. The findings indicate that in prose sources, particularly Qur’anic commentaries and prophetic narratives, Zulaikha
is generally portrayed within a moral and religious framework. Her significance is primarily connected to Joseph’s spiritual
trial, the manifestation of his chastity, and her eventual confession of guilt. Nevertheless, the expansion of the narrative in
Persian prose traditions gradually enriched her emotional and human dimensions, allowing her to become a more developed
literary figure. In poetic texts, especially in the works of Sana’i, Attar, Rumi, Sa‘di, and Jami, Zulaikha transcends the role
of a merely passionate woman and becomes a symbol of love, longing, suffering, blame, perseverance, and spiritual
transformation. The highest stage of this development can be observed in Jami’s Yusuf va Zulaikha, where she undergoes a
profound journey from earthly desire to spiritual fulfillment. The study demonstrates that Persian-Tajik literature
continuously reinterpreted and reconstructed Zulaikha’s character, transforming her into one of the most significant symbols
of love, inner change, and mystical aspiration in the Persian literary tradition. As a result, her literary position reflects not
only evolving perceptions of love and spirituality but also the broader creative engagement of Persian writers with religious
narratives and symbolic expression.

Keywords: Zulaikha, Joseph, Persian-Tajik Literature, Prose Texts, Poetic Texts, Mystical Love, Classical Persian
Literature
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This article examines the position of Zulaikha

in Persian-Tajik poetic and prose texts from
the 10th to the 15th centuries CE, focusing on
the transformation of her literary image from a
marginal Qur’anic figure into a complex
symbolic character in classical Persian
literature. Although the Qur’anic narrative does
not name Zulaikha explicitly and refers to her
through her social position as the wife of the
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Egyptian dignitary, later exegetical, narrative,
mystical, and poetic traditions gradually
assigned her a name, a history, an emotional
depth, and a spiritual destiny (1). In Qur'anic
commentary, the episode primarily functions
as a moral and theological scene in which
Joseph’s chastity, prophetic discipline, and
refuge in God are foregrounded (2). However,
Persian-Tajik literary culture expanded this
concise scriptural framework into a broader
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field of ethical, emotional, and mystical
interpretation. Within this field, Zulaikha
becomes more than the woman who tempts
Joseph; she becomes a figure through whom
authors explore beauty, desire, blame,
repentance, love, spiritual testing, and the
possibility of transformation. The article
therefore approaches Zulaikha not as a
historical personality, but as a literary and
hermeneutic construct shaped by prose
exegesis, prophetic tales, lyrical allusion, and
Sufi symbolism.

The study is grounded in a descriptive-
analytical method and concentrates on
selected Persian-Tajik prose and poetic texts
in which Zulaikha’s presence is meaningful for
the interpretation of Joseph’s story. In early
prose  materials, particularly ~ Persian
exegetical writings, Zulaikha is generally
presented within a moral framework: her
desire becomes the occasion for Joseph’s
spiritual trial, and her confession later confirms
the truth of his innocence. The Persian
translation of Tabari’s commentary preserves
a relatively close relation to the Quranic
structure and thus emphasizes the ethical
function of the episode rather than a fully
developed romantic psychology (9). In
Surabadi’'s commentary, the narrative
becomes more expansive and affective,
allowing Zulaikha to appear with greater
emotional and dramatic intensity (10).
Nishaburi's Qisas al-Anbiya further
strengthens the narrative and story-like

dimensions of the character by embedding her

in a wider tradition of prophetic storytelling
(12). Maybudi’'s Kashf al-Asrar, meanwhile,
opens the episode to mystical interpretation
and makes the story available for reflections
on love, trial, inward transformation, and divine
wisdom (11). These prose traditions form the
necessary bridge between Qur’anic concision
and poetic expansion, since they provide the
narrative detail and affective texture that later
poets use to develop Zulaikha as a symbolic
figure.

The article argues that prose and poetry
construct Zulaikha differently. In prose,
especially exegetical prose, she is usually
interpreted through the categories of sin,
temptation, confession, moral warning, and
eventual recognition of truth. In poetry,
however, her role becomes more expansive
and symbolic. Persian poetry transforms
Zulaikha into a sign of overwhelming love, the
lover’'s humiliation, the power of beauty, and
the movement from external form toward inner
meaning. Sana’i’'s poetry is significant in this
process because it brings narrative figures into
the symbolic language of mystical reflection,
allowing Zulaikha to appear not merely as a
morally problematic woman but as part of the
larger metaphysics of lover, beloved, and love
(5)- Attar’'s poetic world, with its emphasis on
annihilating love, blame, and spiritual
bewilderment, further enables a reading of
Zulaikha as a lover whose social disgrace may
be reinterpreted as evidence of the consuming
force of love (13). Sa‘di uses Zulaikha in a

more ethical and lyrical register, often linking
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her to the irresistible beauty of Joseph and to
the difficulty of judging the lover without
recognizing the force of beauty that has
overwhelmed her (19). In Rumi’s poetic
universe, love is a transformative power that
can begin in attachment to form yet lead the
soul beyond form, and this view makes
Zulaikha available as a figure of passage from
lower desire toward higher realization (20).
Such poetic treatments show that Zulaikha’s
literary position cannot be reduced to her initial
transgression.

The culmination of Zulaikha's literary
transformation is found in Jami's Yusuf va
Zulaikha, where she becomes a fully
developed character with a narrative arc,
psychological depth, and mystical destiny.
Jami does not merely repeat the inherited
story; he reshapes it into a structured account
of dream, desire, loss, blame, aging,
repentance, and spiritual refinement (8). In this
version, Zulaikha begins as a lover captivated
by Joseph’s visible beauty, but her love
gradually exceeds the limits of bodily desire
and becomes a path of suffering,
dispossession, and inward awakening. This
transformation corresponds to a broader Sufi
understanding of love as a force that destroys
egoic attachment and turns the lover toward
truth (7). Zarrinkoub’s discussion of the Sufi
heritage helps clarify why Persian mystical
literature could reinterpret an apparently
problematic passion as a possible stage in
spiritual development (14). Chittick’s analysis

of the Sufi path of love also illuminates the

conceptual  background of such a
transformation, especially the idea that love
can move the human being from self-centered
desire to a more universal and divine
orientation (6). In this framework, Jami’s
Zulaikha is neither simply exonerated nor
simply condemned; rather, she is represented
as a human being transformed through the
painful discipline of love.

The broader literary-historical context confirms
that Zulaikha’s image belongs to the dynamic
interaction of religious narrative, Persian
poetics, and Sufi hermeneutics. Safa’s
account of Persian literary history shows that
stories of prophets entered Persian literature
not as static religious reports, but as living
narrative materials repeatedly reshaped by
poets, commentators, and storytellers (3).
Bahar's stylistic studies also help explain why
the shift from prose to poetry changes the
semantic possibilities of a figure such as
Zulaikha: prose tends to explain, classify, and
moralize, while poetry intensifies, symbolizes,
and internalizes experience (4). Meisami’s
work on medieval Persian court poetry further
supports the view that narrative figures in
Persian literature often serve as cultural signs
through which social, ethical, and aesthetic
values are negotiated (16). Schimmel’s studies
of Persian poetic imagery likewise show that a
single name can evoke an entire symbolic
universe of love, beauty, suffering, and
spiritual longing (17). Thus, when poets invoke
Zulaikha, they do not need to retell the full

story; her name alone recalls Joseph’s beauty,
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the women of Egypt, public blame, frustrated
desire, spiritual trial, and the possibility of
eventual redemption. This density of allusion
is what gives Zulaikha her enduring literary
power.

The article concludes that Zulaikha’s position
in Persian-Tajik literature from the 10th to the
15th centuries is neither fixed nor one-
dimensional. In early prose, she is primarily a
moral and narrative figure whose role is tied to
Joseph’s trial and innocence. In later prose
and prophetic tales, she acquires greater
emotional and narrative depth. In poetry,
especially mystical poetry, she becomes a
symbolic figure of love, blame, longing, and
transformation. Jami’'s Yusuf va Zulaikha
represents the most complete form of this
development, presenting her as a character
who moves from desire and error toward
suffering, self-loss, and spiritual renewal. The
study demonstrates that Persian-Tajik
literature does not simply reproduce the
inherited religious narrative; it reinterprets it
through the languages of ethics, love, beauty,
and mysticism. Zulaikha’s  significance
therefore lies in her capacity to mediate
between religious story and literary
imagination, between moral warning and
human sympathy, and between earthly love

and the possibility of transcendence.
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