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The Ritual of Reading Khayyam’s Poems: An Investigation into the Reasons
for its Prevalence and Validity on the Coast of the Persian Gulf and in Bushehr
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Seyyed Amir Reza Basri™

Abstract

The ritual of reading Khayyam’s poems, as one of the most beautiful and distinguished
manifestations of the regional culture and art of the Persian Gulf coast and Bushehr, is a
tradition with a long history. It consists of music, dance and the recitation of the poems of
Omar Khayyam, accompanied by instruments such as the double reed flute and flute. The
quatrains (ruba Tyat) of Khayyam, on the one hand, due to their themes of life’s transience,
the uncertainty of human fate, disregard for and forgetfulness of past sorrows, living in the
present, indifference toward life’s hardships, and a tendency to view life as simple, and,
on the other hand, because of their resonance and convergence with the principles and
lifestyle of people whose beliefs and philosophy have been influenced by Khayyam, have
provided the basis for the people of Bushehr Province to turn toward Khayyam’s quatrains
and transform them into a distinctive form of indigenous and local music of the region.
Adopting an ethnological approach and descriptive-analytical method, this paper has been
conducted using both fieldwork and library sources. The significance of this research lies
in its importance to explore the reasons for the prevalence and vitality of the ritual of
reading Khayyam’s poems in Bushehr and the place Khayyam occupies among the people
of this region. The analysis showed that several factors contributed to the local inclination
toward Khayyam’s poetry in Bushehr. The people’s life philosophy, shaped by the region’s
geographical conditions, showed a natural congruence with Khayyam’s thoughts and
worldview. His expertise in astronomy also resonated deeply with the seafaring occupations
of Bushehr’s inhabitants, further strengthening this connection. In addition, the presence of
prominent local poets such as Fayez Dashti and Maftun, along with the formal similarities
between the two-couplet and quatrain, helped to foster appreciation for his work. Finally,
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the influence of pastoral literature and local folk songs contributed significantly to shaping
the people’s receptiveness to Khayyam’s poetry.

Keywords: Persian Gulf, Bushehr, Ethnology, Omar Khayyam, The Ritual of Reading
Khayyam’s Poems, The Ritual of Reading Yazleh.

Introduction

The ritual of reading Khayyam’s poems is a unique and distinctive form of indigenous ritual
and music on the shores of the Persian Gulf and in Bushehr Province. This tradition has a
long history, transmitted from past to present and from one generation to the next, reflecting
a prominent and particular manifestation of the culture, art, and way of life of the people of
Bushehr. As its name suggests, this gathering is performed around the quatrains of Omar
Khayyam of Nishapur. The people of this region regard the purpose of participating in
and performing this ritual as setting aside hardships, sorrows, and difficulties, and instead
cherishing the present moment.

This practice is formed through the interweaving of music, literature, and art, and because
of its compatibility with the principles and lifestyle of the people—and the resonance of
Khayyam’s voice and worldview with theirs—it has become intertwined with the social
discourse and the lived experience of Bushehr’s inhabitants. The gatherings of this ritual,
while presenting and recalling Khayyam’s life philosophy, also generate joy and collective
dancing among the participants, joy that arises from transcending the sorrows of a transient
and unstable world.

Given the importance of this ritual as an indigenous musical tradition of Bushehr, the
research questions are:

1. For what reasons have Khayyam’s quatrains been sung and performed on the

shores of the Persian Gulf, in Bushehr, far from his birthplace in Nishapur, and
transformed into a distinctive and unique form of the region’s local music?

2. Alongside Khayyam’s quatrains, what is the basis and rationale for the reception

of the poems and quatrains of other prominent Persian poets within the ritual and

music of this tradition?

This paper examines the place of the ritual and music of reading Khayyam’s poems among
the people of the Persian Gulf coast and Bushehr, and the presence of Khayyam in the lives
of the people of this region.

Research Methodology

This study has been conducted with an ethnographic approach and through a descriptive—
analytical method, using fieldwork and library sources. Ethnography, or anthropology, is a
research method within anthropological studies that involves an in-depth examination of
individuals’ beliefs, values, worldviews, lifestyles and social customs.

Discussion

Khayyam was born in Nishapur, and it would naturally be expected that the tradition of reading
Khayyam'’s poetry should have originated in Khorasan and Nishapur before spreading to other
lands and cities. Yet, it is remarkable that the poetry of this renowned poet from Nishapur has,
in fact, given rise to a popular ritual on the shores of the Persian Gulf, particularly in Bushehr,
where it is performed in harmony with the region’s local music.
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According to sociologists, geography influences the behavioral characteristics and lifestyle
of societies: peoples of warmer climates, unlike those of colder regions, tend to be more
joyful, pleasure-seeking, and carefree. Bushehr’s geographical and climatic conditions,
characterized by a warm climate, have shaped the inclination of its people toward Khayyam
and his poetry. Qualities such as joyful living, pursuit of pleasure, disregard for life’s
hardships, and a deep appreciation for culture and the arts—traits that are manifest among
the people of Bushehr—are in full harmony with Khayyam’s worldview, his philosophy of
life, and his literary ethos.

Furthermore, astronomy was among the sciences in which Khayyam possessed profound
knowledge, and Bushehr, renowned globally for its seafaring traditions, has a cultural
affinity with this dimension of Khayyam’s thought. On another level, because the people
of Bushehr have long been familiar with desert life, shepherding, and pastoral traditions,
many of the region’s songs, chants, and musical performances may be considered part of
a “shepherding literature.” These songs, typically accompanied by instruments such as the
double reed flute and flute, parallel the rustic and lyrical qualities of Khayyam’s quatrains.
Indeed, since the quatrains form itself can be seen as a kind of pastoral literature, it does not
require grand instruments for musical rendering; rather, when performed with the double
reed flute or flute, it resonates naturally with the rhythms of local life and tradition.
Conclusion

The ritual of reading Khayyam’s poems is one of the most beautiful and outstanding
manifestations of the culture and art of the coastal regions along the Persian Gulf and
Bushehr Province. It is an ancient ritual in which the blending of music, dance, and the
recitation of the poems of Omar Khayyam, accompanied by instruments such as the double
reed flute and the flute, forms its essence. The people of this region, influenced by the
geographical conditions and the hardships of life in this climate, have for generations
lived with the meanings and themes of these poems and quatrains. From the way of life
of the inhabitants of this land, it seems as though they have spent their entire lives in
Khayyam’s school of thought, making his philosophy and worldview the guiding principle
of their lives. Great individuals of this community consider the themes and philosophy of
Khayyam’s quatrains to reflect their own conditions and language, to the extent that they
regard him as a citizen of Bushehr—born of this land, with his beliefs and philosophy
shaped by life in this very region. In these gatherings and assemblies, in addition to the
recitation of Khayyam’s quatrains, which make up the greater part of these sessions, verses
and quatrains by Hafez, Saadi, Khwaja Abdullah Ansari, Baba Taher, and other quatrain
poets are also sometimes read. The reason for this is the presence of similar themes and
concepts in their poetry, which resonate with the spirit of Khayyam’s verses.
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