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A Note on Sa‘dr’s Art of Sahl-e Momtane * (being “Simple yet

Inimitable”)
Mostafa Mirdar Rezaei'

Abstract

Most scholars who have studied Saadi’s works have regarded his mastery of sahl-e
momtane * (“deceptively simple” expression) as one of the most distinguished
features of his poetry and prose, and have discussed its nature and the mechanisms
through which it is achieved. The present study is based on the hypothesis that one
of Saadi’s essential devices in creating sahl-e momtane ‘ is the rhetorical figure of
allusion (kenayah). This research examines those ghazals and verses that previous
scholars, in books and academic articles, have cited as examples of Saadi’s sahl-e
momtane ‘ style. The findings indicate that, among various rhetorical techniques,
Saadi shows a particular inclination toward the use of allusion. Rooted in folk
culture, this device draws upon the resources of everyday language and collective
experience. Through his close engagement with the social and cultural life of his
community, Saadi skillfully appropriates these folk expressive tools and employs
them to convey the most complex ideas in a colloquial and accessible language. It
is precisely here that Saadi’s great artistic achievement lies: the creation of elevated
literary discourse through one of the most prominent materials of folk culture, and
the presentation of profound human concepts to the broadest audience through a
simple mode of expression.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

A concise review of Saadi studies reveals that most scholars have regarded one of the most
prominent features of the poet’s works as his mastery of sahl-e momtane * (the art of being
“simple yet inimitable”). Various reasons have been proposed for this distinctive quality
in Sa‘dT’s style. Some attribute it to his unique and highly effective use of language—
concise, free from ornamentation, pomp, and verbosity, avoiding redundancy, synonym
accumulation, and superfluous expression. Among the principal causes of this graceful
simplicity—especially in an age when ornate and complex expression was the norm—
scholars have pointed to Sa‘di’s inclination toward the Khorasani style of poetry, his
influence from Anvari, his deliberate use of ellipsis, adoption of colloquial speech, and
his keen awareness of the full range of linguistic possibilities, along with a precise
psychological understanding of words and combinations.

Another secret behind Sa‘dt’s distinctive style is his linguistic lucidity, through which
he conveys the most delicate meanings in the simplest expressions, keeping his diction free
from verbal or semantic complexity, harsh phonetic combinations, and obsolete words.
Other explanations for Sa“d1’s sahl-e momtane ‘ artistry include his deep engagement with
folk culture and social life, which allowed him to mirror the realities of his time with all
the virtues and flaws of Iranian society, as well as his delicately balanced and subtly
concealed use of literary devices—a craftsmanship whose artistic depth lies beneath a
surface of apparent simplicity.

The central hypothesis of the present study is that one of Sa‘di’s principal instruments
for achieving sahl-e momtane ‘ is the rhetorical figure of allusion—a device rooted in
folk discourse that Sa‘di employs within the conversational texture of his language to
create vivid imagery and expressive subtlety.

Methodology

This study employs a descriptive—analytical approach and is based on library research.
Although the claim of the article encompasses the entirety of Sa‘di’s works, the focus of
the investigation is restricted to Sa‘di’s ghazals, as his authentic poetic genius is most
vividly manifested in this genre. A potential criticism may arise that the ghazals or verses
examined in this research have been selectively chosen—namely, those in which allusion
occurs—thus rendering the data non-representative. To avoid this methodological issue,
the analysis is limited to ghazals or verses previously cited by scholars, in articles or
monographs, as exemplary evidence of Sa'di’s sahl-e momtane * style. In this way, the
material under study is determined not by selective preference but by established scholarly
references.
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Discussion

Torkashavand, in his article “The Criterion of Sahl-e Momtane ‘ in the Poetry of Sa ‘di and
al-Mutanabbi”, analyzes a ghazal through the lens of philosophical hermeneutics and
argues that such an approach reveals “a distinct form of beauty—one that is not dependent
on imagery or figurative elaboration” (Torkashavand, 2017: 59-60). While it is true that
Sa‘d’s poetry, especially his ghazals, does not rely heavily on elaborate imaginative
devices, it must not be overlooked that it is by no means devoid of allusion, which is itself
a form of imaginative expression. For instance, in the ten-verse ghazal analyzed in the
article, Sa‘di employs seventeen instances of allusion. Fotihi Rudma‘jani, in “The
Rhetoric of Ellipsis in Saadi’s Ghazals” (2018), discusses various forms of ellipsis as a
major factor contributing to the creation of sahl-e momtane . However, in many of the
examples he cites to illustrate ellipsis, allusion appears prominently. Dadbeh, in his brief
essay “A Glance at the Method of Sahl-e Momtane  and Sa ‘di’s Place in It ”, identifies the
characteristics of sahl-e momtane ‘ as: (1) fluency and clarity, (2) precision and avoidance
of ambiguity, and (3) conveying profound meaning in few words (Dadbeh, 2021: 46). Yet,
most of the examples he analyzes likewise exhibit an effective presence of allusion.
Hassanli, in chapter two of Daryache-ye Sobh: Bazshenasi-ye Zendegi-ye Sokhan-e Sa 'di,
while discussing Sa‘d1’s sahl-e momtane *, claims that certain verses are “almost free from
all conventional rhetorical devices” (Hassanli, 2010: 77). Nevertheless, even in the very
first verse he cites—and in several others—allusion is clearly present. Ziya Movahhed,
in his book Sa di, classifies Sa'di’s ghazals into several categories: lyrical, mystical,
didactic, and those blending didacticism with lyricism (Movahhed, 1994: 94—116). Many
of the examples he provides also contain notable instances of allusion. Dashti, in
Qalamrow-e Sa di (1959), attributes Sa‘dr’s sakhl-e momtane ‘to his avoidance of phonetic
dissonance, obsolete vocabulary, trisyllabic meters, and consecutive consonantal clusters,
as well as his restraint in using far-fetched metaphors, excessive similes, or exaggerated
imagery. Yet even in the examples he puts forth, allusion is unmistakably present.
Although numerous other studies on Sa'di’s sahl-e momtane * exist and cannot all be
reviewed within the limits of this article, a reconsideration of their evidential examples
through the lens of the present study would reveal the significant frequency and essential
role of allusion in the creation of Sa‘di’s seemingly effortless style.

Conclusion

Among the array of rhetorical—particularly figurative—devices in classical Persian
literature, Sa‘di shows a distinct and substantial preference for allusion. A stylistic analysis
based on the frequency of literary devices in a representative portion of his works—
especially his ghazals—clearly demonstrates the remarkable number and crucial function
of allusion compared to other devices in shaping his artistic expression. Furthermore, the
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widespread presence of this figurative technique in both elevated literary texts and
everyday popular discourse is noteworthy. Allusion is fundamentally rooted in folk
culture, derived from the idioms and expressive patterns of ordinary people. Sa‘dt, through
intimate engagement with this social milieu, draws upon these culturally embedded
forms—yparticularly their gestural and allusive varieties—to express even the most
complex concepts in a simple, colloquial manner. This is precisely where Sa‘di’s artistic
mastery becomes evident: crafting refined, elevated poetry from one of the most
characteristic elements of folk expression; presenting profound human truths to a broad
audience through elegant simplicity. Thus, one of the primary secrets of the conversational
clarity and stylistic ease in Sa‘di’s works—especially in his ghazals—is his deliberate and
artful use of allusion.
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